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Foreward 


During the COVID-19 contagion of 2020 the Albany Court Murders largely escaped 
the attention of the general public. Though it was reported in a local newspaper 
and on the Granada TV News the sensationalist nature of the crimes went under- 
reported. At the time the media focus was centred on death statistics and rates of 
spread of the lethal flu-like virus. For the record and at the request of my friend 
and colleague, Inspector Roland Barnier, | have been asked to write an account of 
the affair. Now that the pandemic has passed and life is beginning to get back to 
normal it seems like the right time to describe the grisly events that transpired in 
an apartment complex set in a leafy Manchester suburb. The following written 
account is based as accurately and honestly as it can be on remembered 


conversations between the Jnspector, myself and the residents of Albany Court. 


It must be noted that Inspector Barnier had already established his world class 
reputation 5 years earlier when solving the Didsbury Cheese Murders case. That 
had resulted in the conviction and life imprisonment of the infamous serial killer 
Ronald Lancashire. Our professional partnership began a year after those events 
and since then we have successfully brought several murderous psychopaths to 
justice, though perhaps none as notorious as Ronald Lancashire. For my part Iam 
a long serving police detective who first joined Greater Manchester Police in 1992 
as a Callow twenty-two year old rookie. In those early days I had little 
understanding of deviant human behaviour, and the dark forces that perhaps lie 
within all of us. Assigned to work under the Inspector I was already an experienced 
detective, though it soon became obvious that I still had a lot to learn about the 
job. Roland Barnier has been the perfect mentor and guide on my continuing 


journey of discovery into the human psyche. He has made me a better police officer 


and a better man. 


Detective Sergeant Shadwell Jones, July 2020. 


Chapter 1 - Albany Court 


It was the afternoon of the 18” of March 2020 when I first attended Albany Court 
with my superior officer, Inspector Roland Barnier. The Chief Constable had 
assigned the case to his best man; a fall in the region’s murder rate freeing up 
manpower thus making the Albany Court murder the clear-up priority. 
Notwithstanding the Cheese Murders suspicious deaths in the affluent suburd of 
Didsbury were relatively rare. It was therefore incumbent on the police to be seen 
to be doing their jobs and thus assuage the concerns of the propertied classes. 
Barnier was the best in the business so any potential criticism that Greater 
Manchester Police were not taking the matter seriously could easily be rebutted by 


senior command. 


The body of an elderly woman had been found in one of the garages that were 
situated in the car-park at the side of the Albany Court apartment block. As we 
arrived I noticed that the scene had already been sealed off with police incident 
tape and a uniformed constable was keeping watch. En route Barnier had informed 
me that he had already spoken with the Coroner and based on the initial reporting 
of the incident was deploying all resources commensurate with a murder inquiry - 


the Inspector’s judgement was seldom proved wrong in these situations. 


Formally speaking Barnier was the Senior Investigating Officer (SIO) and I his 


assigned deputy (D/SIO); an arrangement that has always worked well. We had 


successfully solved several cases with these clearly delineated roles; a proven 
chain of command structure that functioned efficiently. Generally I left the serious 
investigative work to the Jnspector concentrating instead on delegated tasks such 
as computer research and note taking. Also, I performed the more mundane 
administrative work; keeping the case file up to scratch and making sure it was 
detailed and comprehensive enough for the future needs of the Crown Prosection 
Service. It was a vote of confidence in my abilities that Barnier liked to work with 


me alone, and would only call in 


additional experts if absolutely needed. An Incident Room such as it existed was 
usually set up in his office back at the station and consisted of a whiteboard, a 
computer and a couple of external phones - Barnier has always been a stubbornly 
old school investigator. Acting as the Inspector’s human screen was another part of 
my job, fending off bothersome phone calls, particularly the frequent requests from 
the Police Press Officer for case updates. So much for background detail: let us 


return to the events of the afternoon of the 18" of March 2020. 


On arrival, a bald bespectacled man was present at the scene and could be seen 
talking to the attendant Constable. So engrossed were they in conversation that 
the pair seemed oblivious to our approach. Ducking under the tape Barnier had 


addressed the attendant PC. in typically business like fashion. 


- “ Morning constable, are you the officer who found the body? 


The startled policeman cut off his conversation with the bald man and turned to 


the Inspector. 


- “Yes sir, I was first on the scene. It’s that way.” 


He indicated which garage having regained his poise but the look on his face still 
suggested he was expecting a rebuke for being distracted from his duty by a 


member of the public. Barnier soon put him at ease. 


- “All in good time, Constable. I just wanted to commend you for your actions this 
morning, for promptly phoning the incident in with such a detailed description of 
the scene, and for immediately having the presence of mind to cordon this area off. 


Well done,” said Barnier. 


- “Thank you sir,” replied a relieved Constable. “Would you like the Crime Scene 


Log, sir?” 


- “Hand it to Sergeant Jones,” indicated Barnier. 


I took receipt of the log book, consulted my watch, and made an entry 


corresponding to our arrival at the scene. 


Having praised the Constable, Barnier now turned to the civilian whose presence 


at the crime scene was not strictly required. 


- “ Are you a resident, sir?” 


- “Yes, ’'m Micky. | live at Flat 3. It was me who phoned the police,” he replied. 


Micky was a fit looking man with a youthful visage which I later discovered belied 


his advanced years. He seemed very keen to assist the police with their enquiries. 


- “When exactly was that?” asked Barnier. 


- “About 7am this morning,” replied Micky. 


The Inspector nodded and paused as if he needed a moment to digest this 


intelligence. 


- “That seems very early to raise the alarm, Micky,” said Barnier emphasising his 


name so it sounded like Mick-Key. 


- “Yeah, it had been bugging me all night, and my missus gets up early” said Micky. 
“Kate’s car has been here a couple of days and her cat was making a racket in the 


middle of the night. That’s the car there.” 


A shining Mini Cooper was indicated. The /nspector noted it before surveying the 


scene taking in the car park, garages and the apartment block. 


- “Is that unusual?” enquired Barnier. 


- “Well yeah, Kate normally keeps the cat in at night,” explained Micky interpreting 


the question in his own way. 


- “And the car? Why did she not park it in the garage?” asked Barnier. 


It was typical of Barnier’s style to ask a series of rapid-fire questions. Knee-jerk 


answers were usually more honest. 


- “She doesn’t bother most of the time, besides her garage or should I say garages 


are full of stuff normally,” replied Micky. 


- “She has two garages?” 


- “Oh yeah,” confirmed Micky. “I’m sorry if Iam not being very clear but all this is 


a bit of a shock.” 


- “That’s perfectly understandable sir,” said Barnier. “Were you close to Kate....” 


He paused to consult his note book. “Were you close to Kate Orb?” 


- “Well yeah. We got on pretty well. She is, I mean was, the Treasurer of the 
Residents Committee and I kept a general eye on this place for her and did odd 


jobs,” said a tearful Micky. 


Barnier pointed to a CCTV camera that was mounted high on the apartment block 
and was trained on the car park. “Does that camera work?” he asked the 


Constable. Before he could answer Micky interjected. 


- “I’m sorry but they are just for show. They are there purely as a deterrent.” 


The Inspector smiled ruefully. 


- “How do you know that?” 


- “Because I installed ‘em,” said Micky. 


The Inspector nodded philosophically to himself. Working CCTV would have made 


life too easy. 


- “Okay Micky, my Sergeant here will take a statement from you now if that is 


okay?” asked Barnier politely. 


- “No problem,” said Micky. “I think you police boys are doing a good job in the 


circumstances, what with the virus.” 


- “It’s nice to be appreciated, sir,” said Barnier. “But I think we can dispense with a 


round of applause at this stage .” 


- “Maybe later then,” joked Micky. 


The police photographer was exiting the garage with a paper-suited forensic 
expert who gestured to Barnier. Being cognizant of the Jnspector’s methods I 
usually left him to his own devices at the start of an investigation. Besides, I had 
Micky to interview. “Is there somewhere we can sit down?” I asked the de facto 


janitor. 


- “Yeah, there’s a couple of garden chairs at the back of the block,” Micky 


answered leading the way. 


The grounds that abutted Albany Court were well maintained. In this gated 
complex the entire property was bordered by a high security perimeter fence and 
tall trees; a suburban oasis secluded from the outside world. At the rear of the 
apartments there were various items of garden furniture spaced out on a freshly 


mown lawn. 


- “As you can see the chairs are more than 2 meters apart,” quipped Micky. 


- “Very wise,” I replied as I lowered myself into what I can only describe as a 


plastic futuristic 
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looking armchair. Micky perched on a facing wooden bench. 


- “Right, if I can just take down a few details so I can get a feel for this place and 


its residents,” I began. 


Having gleaned Micky’s particulars, age, date of birth etcetera, I quickly 
established that he had not seen Kate Orb since the day before. His last sighting of 
her was on the afternoon of the 17” of March when she had been seen tending her 
plants in the garden, which she often did. Usually Micky saw Kate everyday when 
she was staying at Albany Court in the manner of close neighbours. It became 


clear that he was also privy to other aspects of her life and routine. 


- “Some weekends she drives to her holiday home on the North Welsh coast but 


most of the time she stayed here in her flat or should I say flats,” related Micky. 


- “Flats?” I was puzzled. 


- “Yeah, she owns both Flat 1 and Flat 2,” explained Micky. 


- “Right, hence the two garages. You wouldn’t know the address of the holiday 


property?” I asked. 


- “Sorry, no, I don’t,” replied Micky. 


I made a mental note of the North Wales connection and knew that I would have to 
track down the address of the holiday property. Not only did Miss Orb own two 
garages and a coastal bolt-hole she also it turned out owned two of the flats in 
Albany Court. Apparently Flats 1 and 2 had been knocked through into a super-flat 
with an internal spiral staircase connecting the two spaces. Kate Orb had been a 


woman of means. 


- “So you called the police, Micky?” I asked. 
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- “Well yeah. I was worried about Kate,” he replied. I let Micky continue without 


interrupting his flow, a trick I had learned from Barnier. “ My mate Billy who trains 


police dogs. Do you know him?” 


I indicated I didn’t know Billy. 


- “Well, I told Billy I hadn’t seen Kate for a couple of days but her car was still here 
and the cat was wandering about and you could tell it hadn’t been fed. So he 


suggested that I phone you lot,” said 


Micky. “You know, to be on the safe side.” 


I nodded understandingly. 


- “Is Billy a resident,” I asked. 


- “No, he lives off Redcar Avenue,” replied Micky. 


When did the police respond to your call?” I asked getting back on track. 


- “You should know that,” he replied. 


- “Yes, but I want to hear your version of events.” 


- “I’m not under suspicion, am I ?” asked Micky suddenly not joking anymore. 


- “Nobody is under suspicion at this stage, sir. Iam just making routine enquiries,” 
I said calmly, noting Micky’s sudden defensiveness. “So what happened after you 
made the missing person call at 7am this morning?” I was determined to keep 
Micky talking which, notwithstanding the one paranoia-induced hiccup, was easy 


enough. 


- “Well, I suppose I laid it on a bit thick but I was genuinely worried. Kate was 


getting on a bit so I thought she might have had a fall in her flat and couldn’t 


respond to my knocking on her door,” 
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elaborated Micky. “The police arrived a couple of hours later and we tried 


knocking on her door again.” 


- “Then what?” 


- “Well, the copper, I mean policeman looked through the letter box but couldn’t 


see anything.” 


- “Who had the idea to check the garages?” I asked. 


- “I think it was mine. Yes, it was mine,” answered Micky. 


- “When we got to the garages they were both locked but the cat was scratching at 
the door of where they ...... ” Micky paused for breath. “Where they found her 


body.” 


- “How did you gain access to the garages?” I asked. 


- “I got a crowbar from my garage and the policeman used it to lever the door up,” 


replied Micky. “Do you need the names of all the other residents of Albany Court?” 


- “That would be helpful,” I replied noting Micky’s eagerness to deflect my 


questioning. 


Micky handed me a list that he must have written earlier using a biro and a scrap 
of A4. It contained the names of the residents and their respective flat numbers. 
After letting him know that I was pleased with his cooperation I wrapped up the 


interview. I told him to self-isolate in his flat for the rest of the day and that 


Inspector Barnier would probably want to speak to him and his wife later on. His 
wife, Vee was still at work - a cleaner at a local hospital and therefore designated 
as an emergency worker - and would not be home for another couple of hours. 


Now it was time to see the body and catch up with Inspector Barnier. 


When I entered the garage Barnier was stood over the body and deep in thought. 


Kate Orb was lying 
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on her back fully clothed albeit in a stylised pose, as if she had been arranged that 
way. Her expression was a peaceful one, not that of person who had died ina 
violent or untimely fashion. She looked like she was resting with her eyes wide 


open, her mascara ever so slightly smudged being the only sign of imperfection. 


- “Have the fingerprint boys been yet?” I asked. 


- “Yes, they have just left,” replied a slightly distracted Barnier. “There wasn’t 
much to do here apart from take prints of the garage door handle internal and 
external. They should be dusting her apartment, or rather apartments, for prints 
now. To the naked eye there are no stains of blood, saliva or other bodily 
secretions. Forensics have taken swabs but I doubt if they will reveal anything 


useful to us. We can rule out sexual assault subject to final autopsy confimation.” 


- “She looks peaceful,” I remarked. 


- “IT agree but it is strange is it not? If you were suddenly feeling seriously ill would 


you not take to your bed or phone for an ambulance?” asked Barnier. 


- “So you dismiss the virus as the cause of death?” I asked as ever impressed by 


Barnier’s deductive powers. 


- “Oh yes. I will wager that is not the cause of death,” the Jnspector stated with his 


characteristic certainty. 


- “How can you be so sure?” 


- “Because the garage door was locked and had to be forced open by the officers 


who were first on the scene.” 
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- “Yes, I know. Micky just told me. Could she not have locked the garage from the 


inside?” I asked. 


- “She could but unfortunately we have not been able to locate a key either on her 
person or anywhere in the garage. I have spent the last 30 minutes looking for the 


key and have unearthed nothing,” said Barnier. 


“So someone locked her in the garage?” 


“Exactly, and that same person was the last one to see Kate Orb alive.” 


“Find the key and then the identity of the murderer will follow?” 


- “Not necessarily Sergeant but all the same I would like to know who has or at 
least had that key in their possession immediately after Miss Orb was locked in this 
garage. At the very least they are an accomplice to the crime. There may be one or 


more murderers involved.” 


Barnier snapped out his reverie with an unrelated question. 


- “How did you find Micky?” 


- “He got a bit jumpy when I asked him about why he phoned the police?” I replied. 


Barnier nodded as if he had anticipated my answer. 


- “Well, that could be a nervous reaction, a result of shock. Apparently Micky saw 
the body when they prized open the door. At least the first officer on the scene had 
the presence of mind to ask Micky if anything in the garage looked unusual, apart 
from the body that is,” added Barnier dryly. “Micky stated that it looked like it 


usually did so I think we can rule out a robbery gone wrong.” 


- “You believe Micky?” I asked playing devil’s advocate. 
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- “IT have no reason not to at this stage, but as you know I never totally rule anyone 
out,” smiled Barnier. “Why would he raise the alarm and draw attention to himself 
himself if he were the guilty party? Miss Orb could have remained undetected for 


another week at least given the general Jock-down.” 


- “Unless he was using reverse psychology?” I suggested. 


- “Of course that is a possibility but I rather think that Micky is telling the truth,” 


replied Barnier. 


There was a national Jockdown in force across the country at this time. People 
were advised to stay indoors unless they were shopping for food or designated as 
emergency workers. Stay home and save lives was the Government’s mantra but at 


that moment I was still thinking about Micky. 


- “He knew about the cameras not working,” I continued with my theme doggedly. 


- “So you think a stranger might have been inhibited by their presence? , where as 
Micky could have locked Miss Orb in the garage certain in the knowledge that he 


was not being observed?” 


- “Exactly.” 


Now it was my turn to sound emphatic. 


- “Your observations have been duly noted but I think we have a little more work to 
do before condemning this Micky character. All the same run his name through the 


National Computer,” ordered Barnier. 


I nodded and handed him Micky’s note. 


- “Here is a list of the residents of Albany Court.” 
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- “Quick work, Sergeant. I’m impressed.” I knew that the Inspector was not being 


sarcastic. 


- “Don’t thank me, thank Micky. He provided the list,” I conceded. 


- “That was very helpful of him,” said Barnier. 


- “Wasn't it just,” I agreed. “Don’t you think Micky is being a bit overly co- 


operative and knows a little bit too much about Miss Orb’s business?” 


The Inspector considered my question. - “Perhaps but he did say he was a 
handyman for this place so he is not going to be the reclusive type who keeps 


himself to himself.” 


I was still not convinced by Micky’s innocence. - “But it was almost as if he was 


waiting for us to arrive and unnaturally keen to help.” 


The Inspector smiled in his characteristic way which was usually the prelude to the 
dispensation of a proverb or maxim. - “Curiosity does not necessarily equate with 
guilt nor does civic mindedness, Sergeant. I think the man is just trying to be 
helpful and maybe he has been holed up these last few weeks. It must be a relief to 


have a legitimate excuse to be outside,” suggested Barnier. 


He was right. I was probably pre-judging the man. - “You are probably right as 


usual but all the same I am going to check Micky out,” I said. 


- “We will both check him out later but first we should wait here for the mortuary 
technicians. I want to them to pass on a message which I have written for the 


pathologist,” said Barnier brandishing a sealed envelope. 


- “I suppose it is too early to ask about the contents of that message?” 


- “You know me too well. All will be revealed in time when I am certain of the 


facts.” 
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- “So an autopsy it is then?” 


- “But of course,” replied Inspector Barnier. “We are dealing with a murder, a 
murder which took place I am guessing about 12 hours ago judging by the state of 


rigor mortis.” 
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Chapter 2 - Meet the residents 


After the mortuary technicians had left I knocked on the door of Flat 3 while 
Inspector Barnier took the opportunity to look around the grounds of Albany Court. 


A shoeless Micky answered chewing a piece of bread. 


- “Yes Sergeant, how can I help?” 


- “Is now a good time for me to talk with you and your wife?” I enquired thinking 


that I may have interrupted his tea. 


- “Give us a couple of minutes,” said a masticating Micky. “Can we meet you round 


the back where we spoke earlier today?” 


- “Certainly,” I agreed, noting Micky’s reluctance to grant me admittance to his 
apartment. Was he being hygiene conscious and thought it safer to meet in the 
open air or did he have something to hide? Both thoughts flashed almost 
simultaneously through my mind. Admittedly, there had been government advice 
forbidding social gatherings of more than a couple of people so that was the 
probable reason for Micky’s reluctance. Then again there could have been a third 
explanation. The thought occurred that Micky might be a member of that growing 
number of people who had recently developed a COVID-19 related form of 
Obsessive Conpulsive Disorder. In the present climate a lot of people were 
suddenly becoming germaphobes. The idea of strangers tramping around one’s 
living quarters had in a short period of time become socially and even 
psychologically unacceptable. In my work as a detective I was increasingly meeting 
a hostile reaction from members of the public. With a variety of neuroses and 
psychoses people were categorically stating that they did not want a policeman in 
their homes on medical grounds, not that they had ever been that keen on the idea 
in the first place - we are usually synonymous with bad news. I decided to probe 


Micky’s motivation 
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directly. 


- “You wouldn’t prefer the privacy of speaking indoors?” 


- “Not really. We’ve nothing to hide, have we Vee? It’s just that it’s quiet at the back 


and pleasant to sit out there in the evening.” 


As he had spoken his wife had appeared in the door by his side similarly shoe-less. 
She was an affable looking woman, quite attractive, and somewhat younger than 


Micky though if pressed I would have found it hard to guess her exact age. 


- “Okay Micky, I will see you in 5 minutes. Inspector Barnier will be joining us,” I 
added, finding Micky’s manner plausible enough. Micky nodded and closed the 


door. 


Sure enough there was seating and enough space for social distancing and the 
location at the rear of Albany Court was private and away from prying eyes. The 
light was fading but there were arc lamps positioned high up the walls of the 
residents’ block next to the dummy CCTV cameras. They provided sufficient light 


to illuminate the scene. 


Inspector Barnier sat in a chair to my right with the married couple facing us from 
a two-seater bench. The great man chose to dispense with formality whenever 
possible. To an outside observer this meeting would have looked like four friends 


chatting in a garden on a balmy Spring evening. 


- “Thank you for sparing your time,” began BarnierThough his remark was aimed 


at the couple he was clearly addressing the wife. 


- “That’s okay Inspector. My name is Vee by the way,” replied the woman. 


- “Vfor Violet?” asked Barnier. 
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- “No, it’s Vfor Venetia,” she corrected. 


I scribbled the name in my notebook as I stole a glance at Barnier. Of suave 
appearance and with the self-assured demeanour of an experienced diplomat the 
Inspector cut an impressive figure. He had a full head of graying hair swept back 
from his noble forehead; a man still in his physical and intellectual prime. Clean 
shaven and with classically chiselled features Barnier could have passed for a men 
at least ten years his junior. His tailored suit of soft fabric and scuffed brogues 
added to a certain donnish appearance which made him stand out at police head 
quarters and had earned him the nickname, The Professor. Barnier’s brilliance 
bred resentment amongst some of his peers but nobody doubted his abilities as a 


detective. 


- “Venetia, if you don’t mind me calling you by that name,” began Barnier. 


She nodded her assent and smiled. 


- “Venetia, when did you find out about Kate’s body being discovered in the 


garage?” 


Sometimes the simplest questions are the most penetrating. I recognized Barnier’s 


deceptively straightforward style after years of acting as his understudy. 


- “This morning when Micky rang me at work,” she answered. 


- “What time was that?” 


- “About 7-15am.” 


- “You are sure?” asked Barnier. 


- “Yeah, it was about that, because I rang her just after I rang you lot,” interjected 


Micky protectively. 
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Barnier made a gesture with a slightly raised hand that cut Micky off. Neither 


Micky nor Vee took offence at the Inspector’s abrupt interruption. 


- “Yes, Inspector, Micky is right on that point. I start work at 5am and usually stop 
at about 7am for a quick cup of tea. I was having my break when Micky rang,” 


explained Vee. 


- “That tallies with the facts,” reassured a smiling Barnier who seemed to accept 
her explanation though it was difficult to know exactly what the Inspector was 


thinking at the best of times. 


The Inspector then paused theatrically ostensibly to gather his thoughts but I knew 


this was a stylistic device used to heighten tension. 


- “Let me be blunt, Venetia, if I may. How did you get on with the late Miss Orb?” 


- “Well, Iam very upset that she is dead,” replied Vee. “We both are,” she added 


glancing to Micky who reached for her hand in a comforting gesture. 


- “I believe you when you say that but I need to ask if you or anyone else who lives 


in Albany Court ever had a disagreement with Miss Orb?” 


- “So you think that her death is suspicious!” exclaimed Micky. “I knew it.” 


- “How did you know it, sir?” asked Barnier. 


- “Well, you wouldn’t be going to all this trouble if she had simply died from the 


virus,” said Micky. 


I noted Micky’s street wise shrewdness; the wiley wheeler-dealer who could think 
on his feet and was nobody’s fool. Barnier had spotted it too. I could tell by his 
reply. - “A fair point but maybe she did have the virus, sir,” replied Barnier. “The 
autopsy will reveal the cause of death in due course. Suffice to say at this juncture 


that we are looking into the possibility that Miss Orb did not die of 
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complications caused by COVID-19. At present I am talking to you both, in 
confidence of course, because you are an invaluable source of information in 
relation to Albany Court and so far you have been most helpful.” The Inspector 


knew when to flatter members of the public if it resulted in greater cooperation. 


- “Well, I like the police and being an upright citizen I like to help you boys 
whenever I can,” said a pleased Micky. The thought occurred to me that Micky 


might have made a good policeman in another life. 


- “Thank you for that, sir. And with that in mind I wonder if you could tell me what 


you know about the other residents,” encouraged Barnier. 


Again I recognized the Inspector’s method. Whenever he was faced with a 
multiple-interview scenario he liked to gather as much information from each 
subject, no matter how seemingly trivial, in the hope that contradictory testimony 
would surface. Contradiction usually meant that someone was lying and where 
there was a lie there was normally a reason for lying that went beyond mendacity 


for its own sake. Invariably lying meant someone had something to hide. 


The Inspector produced Micky’s scribbled list from his pocket and started to read. 


- “Flats 1 & 2 Kate Orb’s, we know about and Flat 3 is Micky and Vee.” 


The couple nodded. 


- “How long have you both lived here Micky?” asked Barnier. 


- “We bought Flat 3 about 5 years ago.” 


Vee nodded in agreement at her husband’s answer. 
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- “Kate has lived here for years,” added Micky. 


- “And she has always been the Treasurer?” asked the Inspector. 


- “To my knowledge she has been Treasurer of the Residents Association for at 


least the last 20 years,” replied Micky. 


I was taking all this information down in my notebook. My knowledge of shorthand 
proved useful at such times; the only problem being that I was the only person who 


could read my notes, apart from /nspector Barnier that is. 


Vee was still talking about Kate Orb. - “I have seen the accounts for the property 


and they go back to well before 2000.” 


- “So Kate was in charge of money on behalf of the residents?” asked Barnier. 


- “Yes, the residents pay a service charge each month and that goes into the 
Residents Association account. The money is used for repairs to the building and 


general maintenance,” explained Vee. 


- “IT see,” ruminated Barnier rubbing his chin with his right hand, a characteristic 
gesture that he was trying to stop given the prevailing advice on face touching and 
virus transmission. “And everyone was happy with Kate managing the residents’ 


finances in this way?” 


Micky and Vee looked at each other before turning to the /nspector. 


- “Look I don’t want to speak out of turn but there have been arguments recently 
about Kate’s role as Treasurer,” said Micky. “The feeling among some of the 
residents is that Kate should step aside and let an outside agency collect the 


service charge and be responsible for the maintenance of the building.” 
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- “Do you think that, Micky?” asked Barnier. 


- “IT don’t mind either way. I mean it might be time for a change but I am not one of 


the people insisting that she step aside,” answered Micky. 


- “So who is insisting that she step aside?” 


- “Well it’s mainly Ed who lives in Flat 8,” interjected Vee. “The roof needs 
repairing and it will cost thousands and he was angry when he found out that there 


wasn’t enough money in the residents’ kitty.” 


- “Yes, there was a big argument at the last residents’ meeting and Ed stormed out 
vowing to suspend his payment of the service charge,” added Micky. “He virtually 


accused Kate of fraudulent practice.” 


I made a note of the argument at the residents’ meeting and wrote alongside Ed 


Flat 8. He was looking like another suspect we would have to consider in our 


investigation. 


- “Okay that’s interesting,” said Barnier looking again at the list. “If we can just 
run through all the residents that would be helpful, but first I must ask if anyone in 


Albany Court has contracted COVID-19?” 


- “Not that we know of,” said Micky, “but it’s hard to tell.” 


- “What do you mean?” asked Barnier. 


- “Well, The Osmonds have been self-isolating ever since we have been living here,” 


laughed Micky. 


- “The Osmonds?” asked Barnier looking perplexed. 
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- “That’s what we call the people at Flat 7. They are reclusive religious types who 


never come out and always have the curtains drawn,” interjected Vee. 


- “Are they actually called Osmond?” I asked gullibly. 


- “T think this is a little joke,” smiled Barnier. I remember feeling a little stupid at 


this juncture. 


- “Yeah, nobody knows their real surname apart from Kate,” said Micky. 


- “Kate would have had to know their real name because the service charge is paid 
via the bank,” said Vee. “But she is or was the only one who has ever had any 


dealings with them.” 


I knew that it would be easy enough to find out who The Osmonds really were. At 


that moment I was busy writing the conversation down verbatim which is faithly 


reproduced here. 


- “So we have an angry resident at number 8 called Ed and a reclusive religious 


couple at flat 7nicknamed The Osmonds,” summarised Barnier. 


-”Correct,” agreed Micky. 


- “Very good, but if we could just return to the list and work quickly through the 
residents in flat numerical order that would be very helpful to me. I would like to 
form a mental map of this community,” said Barnier. I too had made a sketch of 
Albany Court showing the physical lay out of the place with the flats numbered, the 
car park and garages situated to the side. The /nspector was a visual thinker and I 
had learned from his methodology. At the end of the investigation he would be able 
to replay the events of the murder in his imagination as if it was a seamless series 


of moving pictures. Inspector Barnier would have made a great film director. 


- “So, flat 4, above your apartment, who lives there?” he continued. 
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- “Anastasia,” replied Vee. “She is a university lecturer or was until they closed it 


down last week.” 


- “Is she self-isolating right now?” asked Barnier. 


- “She must be,” replied Micky. “I keep an eye on people’s comings and goings and 


I have only seen her a couple of times in the last fortnight or so.” 


Micky was proving to be a goldmine of information. Jf only all members of the 
public were so cooperative, I thought. My use of the word goldmine was prescient 


but of that more anon. 


- “So she will be in when I call on her a little later, after we have concluded our 


chat?” asked Barnier. 


- “Unless she has a secret tunnel out of Albany Court she is in,” said Micky. 


I could see that the Jnspector was pleased with progress so far. Although Barnier 
was known for his ability to elicit information from the public it was rare for 


information gathering to be this easy. 


- “Good, so that brings us to flat 5.” 


- “That’s Nick and Sophie,” said Vee. “He’s a doctor and she is a nurse.” 


- “Neither of them is in at the moment. They are both working long shifts and don’t 
get back to the late evening,” added Micky. “All of the residents came out of their 


flats the other night and gave them a round of applause.” 


- “Apart from The Osmonds,” said Vee. 


- “Yeah, apart from The Osmonds,” agreed Micky. 


- “I sense that you haven’t much time for The Osmonds as you call them?” 


remarked Barnier. 


- “They’re okay and they keep themselves to themselves but I don’t go in much for 


all that religious 
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twaddle,” answered Micky. 


I scribbled the word Atheist next to Micky. It had neither a good or bad 


connotation. I am a non-believer as is the Inspector but I nevertheless understand 


why some people are drawn to religion particularly in a time of crisis. Currently 
the churches, mosques and synagogues were closed as part of the blanket COVID- 


19 induced lockdown. 


- “How did The Osmonds get on with Kate?” asked Barnier dryly. I could tell that 


he was still amused at having to use the a reference to an American 1970’s pop 


group. 


- “Fine as far as I know but it’s hard to tell what they think about anyone as they 


don’t mix socially with any of the other residents,” interjected Vee. 


- “Yeah, they have never attended one of the community barbecues that we have 


from time to time,” added Micky. 


- “I see,” said Barnier enigmatically. “Do you know what religion The Osmonds 


practice?” asked the Jnspector. 


- “They are Mormons, | think,” said Vee. “That’s why Bob in flat 9 called them The 


Osmonds. The name stuck.” 


- “That’s right, the religion where you can have a load of wives,” laughed Micky. 


- “That’s interesting,” said Barnier. 


- “Interesting! It sounds like a recipe for disaster to me,” laughed Micky. “One 


woman is enough for any man.” 


- “It better be,” said Vee only half joking. 
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It was obvious that Barnier was keen not to get bogged down or side-tracked given 


his typically brisk approach but I also knew he sometimes cultivated gossip in 
order to elicit information that otherwise would not emerge from strictly formal 


questioning. 


- “The gentleman who lives at flat 7, who we will refer to as Mr Osmond for now, 


has more than the one wife?” he asked. 


- “Well, it’s hard to say but he does go off at the weekends,” answered Micky. 


- “Down to London every Friday,” added Vee. “He told me that was where he was 


going when I bumped into him as he was leaving one time.” 


- “He volunteered that information?” asked Barnier. 


- “Yes, I asked him if he was going anywhere nice for the weekend as he had a 
suitcase,” said Vee. “He just told me he was going down to London and that he had 


family there.” 


- “And he left his wife here?” asked the Jnspector. 


- “Yes, she never leaves the house. Not even to go to the shops. They get their food 


delivered to the door,” said Micky. 


- “So as far as the pandemic goes and being locked down this is nothing new for 


The Osmonds then?” asked the Inspector. 


- “It’s business as usual for them,” said Micky. 


- “Yes, gated communities like this place are isolated from the wider community to 
start with,” opined Barnier. “But it now seems there are small communities within 


the Albany community.” 
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- “That’s why we like it, for the privacy” nodded Micky. “There’s no real riff-raff 


here.” 


- “Quite,” said Barnier with a hint of irony that I recognised. 


I had a little laugh to myself at this juncture. For Micky, who bore all the hallmarks 
of a Grey Mare Lane market trader, such snobbery seemed out of place and was 


therefore all the amusing for its incongruence. 


- “We are up to flat 6,” continued Barnier sticking to his brief. “Just a basic 


description of each tenent is all we need for now.” 


- “Andrew, a school teacher,” informed Vee. “He is not working at the moment.” 


- “Did he get on with Kate?” 


- “For the most part,” replied Micky. “They fell out briefly because she wouldn’t 


allow him to have a washing line in the back garden.” 


- “And he doesn’t like squirrels. She fed them you see,” added Vee. 


- “Right, I see,” said Barnier. “Flats 7 and 8 we have dealt with, The Osmonds and 


Ed. That leaves only 9 and 10.” 


- “Bonny and Clyde live at flat 9,” answered Micky. 


- “Kaz and Bob he means,” corrected Vee. 


- “A pair of wrong-uns if ever I saw,” said Micky. “Well, he’s a bit dodgy anyway.” 


- “In what way?” asked Barnier 


- “Well, I don’t want to speak out of turn but he doesn’t work and yet he always has 


money for the 
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pub. He staggers back most afternoons,” he elaborated. 


- “This lockdown must have curtailed his activities then?” asked Barnier. 


- “As far as the pub goes but he just buys booze every day from the shop and gets 


drunk indoors,” said Micky. 


- “His wife puts up with his behaviour?” asked the /nspector. 


- “She can put a few drinks away herself on occasion,” smiled Micky. “But I get on 
alright with her. She maintains the gardens without asking for any money. She is 


good that way and is very friendly .” 


The Inspector nodded apparently understanding Micky’s logic and point of view. 


- “Did Kaz and Bob get on with Kate?” 


- “They did until Kaz tried selling her flat,” said Micky. 


- “Why what happened?” 


- “She refused to accept that the Residents’ Committee were responsible for 


external repairs to the building,” answered Vee. 


- “That would be a problem for someone trying to sell a leasehold property,” stated 


Barnier. 


- “Exactly,” said Vee. “Who would want to buy an apartment and then potentially 


get saddled with a giant bill for the roof repairs that so urgently need attention!” 


- “How was this matter resolved?” asked the Inspector. 


- “It’s an ongoing issue. Kaz’s flat is still on the market,” replied Vee. 
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- “Bob had a blazing row with Kate a couple of weeks ago. I know because I was 


present,” said Micky. 


- “So relations were strained between Kate and Kaz and Bob?” asked Barnier. 


- “That’s an understatement,” said Micky nodding his head as if to emphasise the 


point. 


I wrote Bob flat 9, argument with Kate in my notebook as my gaze met the 


Inspector’s. 


- “I see,” said Barnier. “That just leaves flat 10, Micky. So far you have been 


incredibly helpful in ways that perhaps you wouldn’t believe.” 


- “Thanks for that. It’s not a problem,” said Micky. “Flat 10 is my mate Perry. He’s 
on Disability Allowance but he’s sound. He will definitely be in if you knock on his 


door. Just knock loudly as he will probably be on his computer.” 


- “Right Micky and Vee, I think we will leave it there for now. If we need to speak to 
you again will you be available?” concluded Barnier nodding to me that my note 


taking was now at an end. 


- “I’m here all the time,” said Micky. “Vee goes to work 6 days a week but is always 


back by late afternoon.” 


- “Again, thanks for your help,” said Barnier nodding his understanding. 


- “When do you think the incident tape will be removed?” asked Micky. 


- “In the next 48 hours I would imagine,” replied the Inspector. “Is it 


inconvenient?” 


- “Well, people need to get in and out of the carpark with their cars and I like to 


have access to my garage,” explained Micky. 


- “He likes to sit in his garage, Inspector,” said Vee. “It’s his man-cave.” 
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The Inspector smiled patiently. 


- “Like I said, no more than 48 hours and then everything will be back to normal as 


far as car access to Albany Court goes.” 


I had made copious notes during Barnier’s questioning of Micky and Vee. 
Moreover, the names of all the other residents and their occupations had been 


established in brief. Now it was time for further face-to-face enquiries. 
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Chapter 3 - Anastasia Keegan 


I will never forget the first time that I laid eyes on Anastasia Keegan and that was 
before she removed her protective face mask. The stunning pneumatic brunette 
with smouldering brown eyes had answered the door promptly after the 


Inspector’s polite knock. She looked every inch the femme fatale in a noir movie. 


- “You will have to excuse me, gentleman,” she had apologised while lowering her 
face covering. “I have just received a consigment of these masks and was trying 


one on just now. What do you think?” 


- “Most becoming,” replied Barnier. 


Notwithstanding her obvious physical charms the hint of a Russian accent added to 
her sense of mystique and allure. I could tell that Barnier was similarly impressed 
by Miss Keegan but also knew from experience that nothing interfered with the 


Inspector’s professionalism when he was on the job. 


- “Good afternoon Miss Keegan,” said a business-like Barnier. “We are here about 


Kate.” 


- “Yes, of course. A terrible business. You know my name?” she replied looking 


slightly puzzled. 


- “Micky from downstairs gave it to us and said that you would be in,” I added 


trying my best to put the young woman at ease. 


With that we were interrupted by Micky shouting from the foot of the stairwell that 


led up to Anastasia Keegan’s flat. 


- “See, I told you she was in!” he exclaimed. 


- “Er yes, thank you Micky,” I shouted back down as Micky nodded and somewhat 


reluctantly went 
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back into flat 3. 


- “Do you mind if we ask you a few questions?” asked Barnier. 


-”Yes, please come in, though I am not quite sure what I can tell you,” she replied. 
“You will have to excuse the mess.” Anastasia led the way followed by Barnier and 
then myself. I closed the apartment door just as I saw Micky re-emerge from flat 3 
heading in the direction of the car park. So much for self-isolating , I thought 
making a mental note before quickly returning my thoughts to Anastasia and her 
apartment; a sparsely furnished albeit scrupulously clean one-bedroom affair. It 
struck me as odd that anyone would think the place was in a mess. No matter, our 
hostess indicated two armchairs while sitting on a small facing sofa the other side 


of an intervening coffee table a safe two meters away. 


- “Can I get you gentlemen anything to drink?” she asked hospitably. 


I wasn’t sure whether she meant tea, coffee or something stronger. There was a 
small drinks cabinet in the corner of the room which I could see was well stocked 
with bottles of vodka, whisky and gin. Clearly the young woman was not adverse to 


imbibing the odd tipple. Good for her I thought. 


- “Not for me, thank you,” replied Barnier. 


- “Nor for me,” I added making a conscious effort to hide my disappointment. The 


thought of spending a boozy afternoon with Anastasia had a certain appeal. 


- “So you have met Micky then?” she smiled addressing us both. 


- “Yes, he has been very helpful,” replied Barnier. I nodded in concurrence. 


-’Well, if you want to know anything about Albany Court then Micky is the man to 


ask,” she said. 
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- “You know that he was the one who found Kate’s body with a police officer?” 


asked the Jnspector. 


- “Yes, it’s so terrible. When all the police arrived I saw them from my window and 
went down to ask what was going on. It was then that Micky told me everything. I 


still can’t believe it.” 


- “Well, our presence here is a routine matter. I will be speaking to all the residents 
each in turn. As you know we have spoken to Micky and Vee and you were next on 


the list,” explained the /nspector. “Can you tell me what you have been doing for 


the last two days? Kate was last spotted yesterday afternoon . I am trying to find 


out if anyone saw her alive after that.” 


- “No, I have been self-isolating in my flat all week. This morning was the first time 
that I have ventured out for several days,” said Anastasia. “I got laid off by the 
University so I have just been at home trying to keep myself occupied with reading 


and listening to music.” 


“So when did you last see Kate?” asked the Inspector. 


“T don’t know exactly but it has to be at least a week ago.” 


“And where was that?” 


- “I saw her in the garden as I was coming in one afternoon after work. I waved 


and she waved to me back.” 


The Inspector paused to digest this intelligence. 


- “What is it that you do at the University?” he asked. 


- “IT teach Russian.” 


- “Are you Russian yourself?” 
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- “Half Russian on my mother’s side. My father was Jrish but I grew up in 


Moscow.” 


- “Your father is dead?” 


- “Both of my parents have passed away,” she explained betraying little emotion. 


“Sorry to hear that,” said Barnier. “How long have you lived in Albany Court?” 


“About a year.” 


“And you rent this apartment?” 


“Yes, lam a tenant.” 


Miss Keegan’s answers were short and concise and delivered in a confident 
manner. There was something almost militaristic about her I remember thinking at 
the time and yet she exuded femininity. She was the kind of woman who made most 
men feel slightly uncomfortable in her presence. Her sexuality was almost a 


challenge. 


- “So how well did you know Miss Orbs?” asked Barnier. “I mean Miss Orb.” 


- “Not very well,” replied a smiling Anastasia. She had picked up on Barnier’s 


uncharacteristic slip of the tongue and it had amused her. 


- “Just well enough to say hello to, an acquaintance?” 


- “Exactly,” agreed Anastasia. “As a renter I did not feel the need to attend the 


resident’s monthly meetings.” 


- “Because you are not an apartment owner?” 


- “That’s correct. You will find that there are two types of tenant in Albany Court, 


the renters and the 
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property owners. The latter group have a greater stake in what goes on here. I am 


in the former group and won’t be here long so I have not got involved in 


community matters.” 


- “You are thinking of leaving?” asked Barnier. 


- “Not immediately,” replied Anastasia. “But with this Jockdown the future is 
uncertain and if the University does not reopen soon or if I lose my job then I may 


have to return to Russia.” 


- “Do you know anyone who might have had a grudge against Miss Orb?” asked 


Barnier. 


- “I can’t say that I do. I mean I heard about arguments over the roof repairs that 


need to be carried out and there not being enough money.” 


, 


- “You seem reasonably well informed considering that you do not attend residents 


meetings,” said Barnier. 


- “T think it was Micky again who told me about the roof business,” she replied. 


- “I see,” said Barnier. “So you don’t know anyone specifically who might have had 


a grudge against Kate?” 


- “Well there is one person who you might want to talk to. It’s not that I have any 


proof. Just call it female intuition.” Barnier gestured for Anastasia to continue. 


- “There’s a man who lives in flat 9 with his girlfriend. She is very nice but I find 


him quite aggressive.” 


- “Bob?” I suggested the name. 


- “Yes, Bob,” she confirmed. “I mean apart from him being a big intimidating sort 


of man he is 
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invariably drunk and I don’t think he likes women very much, particularly women 


with strong opinions.” 


- “What makes you say that?” asked Barnier. 


- “We were both at a nearby bus stop one day and we got into a conversation about 


Brexit. The conversation turned into a heated debate and I found him aggressive.” 


- “He was pro-Brexit I take it,” suggested Barnier. 


- “How did you guess?” 


- “It was a 50-50 shot,” smiled the Inspector. 


I knew that Barnier didn’t make wild guesses. The chances were that a hard 
drinking male with forthright attitudes, if Anastasia was to be believed, was 


statistically more likely be on the pro-Brexit side of the divide. 


- “Do you think Kate, from the little you knew of her, was a strong willed opinated 


sort of woman?” asked Barnier changing tack cleverly. 


- “Yes, she seemed to be independent and have a mind of her own. I mean she has 


been Treasurer for years and is or was a bit of a Queen Bee about the place.” 


- “I see, that’s very interesting,” responded Barnier. “Sergeant Jones will take 
down a few personal details from you presently and I would like your personal 
assurance now that you will remain in residence here at Albany Court for the 


coming days and weeks.” 


- “That was my plan anyway,” replied Anastasia. 
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- “Good, then I think that will be all for now,” concluded Barnier. “There is just one 


final question I would like to ask you.” 


- “Fire away, Inspector.” 


- “Where did you live before Albany Court?” 


I wondered where Barnier was going with this line of questioning and, sure 
enough, for the first time Anastasia Keegan seemed to hesitate before responding. 


“T was living in the South of England.” 


- “Are you familiar with Salisbury?” continued Barnier. 


The question came like a bolt from the proverbial blue. Surely Barnier wasn’t 


suggesting the young woman was a Russian spy. Now I was really intrigued. 


- “Inspector, I will save you and your Sergeant time by coming clean, “she smiled 
having now regained her composure. “I did live in Salisbury at the time of the 
Sergei Skripal poisoning but had nothing to do with the affair. I was working as a 


private Russian tutor at the time.” 


- “I believe you,” said Barnier. 


The Inspector’s methods never ceased to amaze me. Having made or at least 
hinted at a wild accusation, involving murder and international espionage, he was 
now ready to accept at face value a simple verbal denial of any personal 
involvement from Miss Keegan. I knew better than to ask for clarification at this 


stage. 


- “Thank you, Miss, for your time and patience,” said Barnier rising from his 


armchair. “I will leave Sergeant Jones to take down your particulars.” 


Ten minutes later I rejoined the Inspector back at the garages. 
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- “She is a dark horse,” I remarked referring to Anastasia. 


- “IT agree. There is more to that young woman than meets the eye,” agreed 


Barnier. 


And there’s quite a lot that meets the eye, I thought before replying. “And yet you 


have immediately ruled her out as the murderer.” 


- “Yes, though her presence in Albany Court is odd.” 


- “In what way?” I asked. 


- “Anastasia may well have connections to the Russian Security Service but she had 


nothing to do with Kate Orbs death,” he replied. 


- “You sound certain about her non-involvement in the murder,” I said wanting to 


believe him. 


- “The GRU have a different modus operandi.” 


I must have looked puzzled at this point as Barnier continued and developed his 


line of thought. 


- “Kate Orb most certainly did not die of Novichok poisoning. Hopefully the autopsy 


results will tell us more about the exact cause of her cause of death.” 


- “Well Iam glad you have at least ruled out the deadly threat of radioactivity,” I 


recall stating with some relief. 


- “Yes, I think one invisible enemy is enough right now, don’t you?” 


- “You are referring to COVID-19, but the killer is also invisible,” I remarked trying 


to be clever for once. 


- “Not for long Sergeant, not for long,” replied the Inspector confidentally. “In the 


meantime I would 
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like you to run Micky, Vee and Anastasia’s names through the police computer. I 


will be extremely surprised if there is any data pertaining to Miss Keegan.” 


- “So, we are finished for the day then?” I asked. 


- “Yes, we have enough to be going on with right now. If you could quickly put 
notes through the doors of the remaining flats and say that we will be continuing 


our enquiries tomorrow we will call it a day.” 


- “An interesting day at that.” 


- “Yes indeed, already we have no shortage of possible suspects. A put-upon 
handyman with encyclopedic knowledge of Albany Court and its residents, a 
disgruntled owner who accused Kate of negligent financial management, and an 
aggressive mysoginist named Bob who, according to Anastasia, dislikes strong 


willed women. 


- “Don’t forget the squirrel hating Andrew in flat 6 and the mysterious Osmonds in 


flat 7,” | added consulting my note book. 


- “Don’t worry I haven’t forgotten them nor Perry the benfits claimant at number 
10, or Sophie and Nick the NHS workers from flat 5,” replied Barnier 


demonstrating his superb memory. 


As we walked to the car, parked a 100 yards away on Cromer Avenue, Micky was 


waiting for us. 


- “How’s it going gents?” he asked. “Are you getting all the help you need?” 


- “Yes, thank you,” replied Barnier. “If you see any of the residents can you tell 
them we will be back tomorrow morning for more questioning? Sergeant Jones has 
slipped notes through everyone’s door but perhaps you could reinforce the 


message.” 
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- “Will do, Inspector,” said Micky. “So another 48 hours before the carpark gets 


back to normal?” 


The Inspector nodded. 


- “I can’t wait,” said Micky. “I miss Kate but I also miss sitting in my garage.” 
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| met the /nspector in the car park of A/bany Court the following morning just after 
9am. | saw that the incident tape cordoning off the area had been removed and 
Micky was already sat in his garage and duly acknowledged my presence with a 


wave of the hand. 
- “Micky looks happy,” | remarked to Barnier. 


- “Doesn't he just. | got un/form to take down the tapes,” he replied. “Only Kate 
Orb’s garage is locked and out of bounds now, the garage where her body was 


found to be precise.” 


- “Did we check her second garage?” 


- “Yes, | took that liberty. From what | can see it is being used for storage, a fact 
confirmed by Micky. Apparently, most of the furniture items in there belong to Nick 


and Sophie from flat 5.” 


- “Well, they are next on our list of interviewees.” 


- “There are both out. | just knocked on their door,” said Barnier. 


- “So much for my posted notes,” | replied. 


- “We will catch up with them in time. | thought we would start with Micky’s pal at 


number 10, Perry.” 


- “Any particular reason?” 


- “He seems to be the only person answering his door this morning,” replied Barnier 


with wry amusement. 


- “You don’t think anybody else has been murdered do you?” 
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- “I might have done if Micky had not supplied me with up to the minute 


intelligence.” 


- “Really? | think we should co-opt him onto The Force.” 


- “Yes, he informed me that he had seen both Sophie and Nick, and Andrew 
separately leaving for work earlier on this morning, just before | arrived,” explained 


the /nspector. 


- “Andrew the teacher is still working?” 


- “Yes, he is teaching the kids of emergency workers.” | scribbled a note to that 


effect in my notebook thinking it relevant. 


- “That’s brave of him. Infectious little buggers, kids,” | joked, though the point | was 


making was factually accurate. 


- “Most conscientious | would agree,” said Barnier. 


- “No sign of Anastasia, then?” | enquired hoping that the Russ/an beauty was still 


around. My hopes on that score were about to be dashed. 


- “No, and you won't be seeing her again | fear. | got a call last night from the Chief 
Constable no less explaining to me that Anastasia Keegan is a cultural attache to 


the Russian Embassy in London and has claimed diplomatic immunity.” 


- “What was she doing living in Manchester then?” | asked failing to hide my 


disappointment. 


- “A good question, but | am certain it had nothing to do with Kate Orb’s murder.” 


As usual | knew better than to question the /nspector’s judgement. If he was 
withholding information from me that was germane to the case then he must have 


had a good reason. Besides, | didn’t want to 
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spoil his trade mark finale when he publicly reveals the identity of the killer. 
Similarly, | do not want to ruin the reader’s enjoyment by revealing too many facts 


at this stage but | digress. Let us return to the conversation. 


- “Her name didn’t exist on the Police National Computer and now | know why,” | 


had added. 


- “Anastasia Keegan is a legend and as far as we are concerned will remain one. 
Who knows what that woman’s name really is. What we do know is that she has 
flown the coop and is no longer our concern. If you want that in writing | suggest 


you contact the Chief Constable.” 


- “A few strings must have been pulled in high places to make us forget about 


Anastasia or whatever her name is.” 


- “No doubt.” 


- “At least we have narrowed the field of suspects down by one,” | suggested 


grasping for a shred of consolation. “You say that only Perry is answering his door?” 


- “It seems everyone is out though | did sense movement behind the curtains at flat 


7. ” 


- “The Osmonds?” 


- “Yes, |am pretty sure that they are in but are not answering.” 


- “Playing possum.” 


- “Exactly. | will flush The Osmonds out eventually even if it means obtaining a 


search warrant but in the meantime Perry awaits.” 


- “You haven’t mentioned Kaz and Bob?” 
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- “Micky saw them leave in Kaz’s car late last night. Apparently Bob has his own flat 


in Rusho/me where they both stay now and again. Tonight for your homework | want 
you to access the Council Tax Register and get all the resident’s details. You should 
be able to get the correct name for the flat 7 residents so | can dispense with The 


Osmonds moniker.” 


- “I still can’t get over Anastasia Keegan doing a moonlight flit,” | repeated 


distractedly. 


- “Well, she didn’t have much packing to do,” replied Barnier. “She looked like she 


was on the point of leaving yesterday when we paid her a call.” 


Luckily we had business to attend to or | might have been tempted to brood on the 
premature disappearance of the Russian beauty. In stark contrast the resident at flat 
10 turned out to be great brute of a man. Perry was not far short of 300 pounds and 
some of that bulk was muscle. The only indication that he was disabled was the 
stick that he was using for walking purposes. Following Perry into his flat | could see 


that he suffered from a bad limp. 


- “Just sit where you want,” he gestured in the direction of a sofa and armchair while 
taking his place on a straight back wooden chair by a computer desk. “I was just 


making coffee if you would like some.” 


The smell of strong filter coffee wafting in from a small adjoining kitchenette was 


tempting. | was glad when the /nspector accepted Perry’s offer. 


- “That would be splendid, white with no sugar for me and the same for Sergeant 


Jones.” The Inspector knew how | liked my coffee. 


While Perry busied himself with the coffee making | looked round the flat which was 


surprisingly luxurious. There was little evidence of a breadline existence with a 


widescreen 7V and state of the art 
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computer equipment on display. The coffee he served was also of the finest quality. 


Britain on Benefits | thought cynically. 


- “Colombian?” | enquired after the first delicious taste. 


- “Yes, it’s my favourite. One of the few luxuries | permit myself,” he added. 


- “Very good coffee,” agreed Barnier. “A very strong flavour but most enjoyable.” 


- “lam glad you like it, so how can | help?” asked Perry. 


- “| will come straight to the point,” said Barnier placing his mug on a table crowded 


with computer magazines. “When did you last see Kate Orb?” 


- “Not for a few days. | knew you would ask me that and | am sorry but | cannot be 


more precise.” 


The /nspector did not interrupt Perry’s flow. It never ceased to amaze me how he his 
svengali \ike charm got people to open up. “I seldom leave the flat. A couple of 
times a week | venture out to the shops and the odd afternoon | may sit with Micky 
in his garage but apart from that | am always here,” he gestured towards his 


computer. 


Barnier nodded understandingly. 


- “When you are on benefits the days merge into each other. One day is much like 
the next and it is very easy to lose a sense of time. That is why | cannot be more 


helpful and can only guess that | saw Kate last 3 or 4 days ago, | think.” 


In a way he has the perfect a//b/ | thought to myself. 
- “Okay that is fine,” reassured Barnier. “so how did you get on with Miss Orb?” 
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- “Pretty well | would say. | mean | know not everyone liked her but she was always 


very considerate towards me.” 
- “In what way?” asked Barnier. 


- “Well, a couple of weeks ago | complained about a small hole in my roof and she 
got the builders over right away. They repaired the damage in a couple of hours and 
the money came out of the resident’s kitty. That’s what she told me anyway,” said 


Perry. 
- “A small repair to the roof you say?” asked Barnier. 
- “Yeah, it was a patch up job.” 


- “Nothing to do with the major roof repairs that need doing to A/bany Court?” | 


asked seeking clarification. 


- “Oh no, nothing on that scale. This was a small undertaking in comparison. The big 


job will cost thousands when someone finally gets round to doing the work.” 
| nodded and made a note of Perry’s roof job. 
- “Is there a building company who Kate used to carry out repairs?” asked Barnier. 


- “Not one specific company,” answered Perry. “They tend to be builders who Micky 


personally recommends as he used to work in the building trade.” 


- “| see,” said Barnier. 


| could see that the Inspector’s imagination was suddenly working at a furious rate 
given this latest information. Was the list of suspects now to be extended to include 


builders who might gain financially 
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by securing the big roof job contract? Builders friendly with Micky? Barnier was 
taking in the furnishings of the apartment with the attention to detail of a 
prospective house buyer. Something about the various ornaments and souvenirs 
that festooned the walls and shelves had caught his attention. He pointed to a 


porcelain model of a gypsy caravan on the top of the fake fireplace. 

- “That is a very striking artefact,” he remarked. 

- “Yes, | have a liking for all things Romany,” replied Perry. 

- “A fascinating people,” said Barnier. “Are you of gypsy stock yourself?” 
- “No,” answered Perry.” But | was raised by a gypsy family.” 

- “What is your surname?” asked the /nspector. 

- “Perry,” replied our host. 

- “Your surname is Perry?” | asked. 

- “Yes, my name is Perry Perry,” confirmed Perry. 

- “As in the hot sauce?” | asked incredulously. 


- “As in the hot sauce but spelt differently,” said Perry. 


- “Double names are not so unusual,” interjected Barnier. “Mohammed Mohammed 


is very common these days.” 


- “| suppose you are right. | once knew a girl called Kel/y Kelly,” | agreed. 


- “So, back to the matter in hand as names are not so important,” said Barnier. 


“Where were you raised 
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by gypsies then Perry, and | am using your Christian name?” 


- “North Wales,” answered Perry. “Near Conway.” 


- “A delightful part of the world | believe,” said the /nspector. “A place | would like to 


visit.” 


| recognised Barnier’s sincerity in the same way that | picked up on his humour. It 


had taken time to begin to understand and read this complex man though. 


- “You absolutely must, when you get chance,” said Perry. “My childhood memories 


are fond ones.” 


- “| intend to,” declared Barnier. “Is there any more of that excellent coffee?” 


- “There is, | will pour you another cup,” said Perry getting up to go to the kitchen. 


On Perry’s return Barnier was quick out of the blocks with the same question he was 
asking all of the interviewees.“Do you know anyone who may have had a grudge 


against Miss Orb?” 


- “Well, you can rule Micky and Vee out as they were good friends to Kate and | 


don’t really know any of the other residents apart from the teacher in flat 6. | don’t 


like the bloke but | can’t imagine him being a murderer. If snobbery was a crime 


then he would be top of your suspect list.” 


- “He is a snob?” asked Barnier. 


- “Too right he is. When Micky and Vee put some ornamental plant pots outside their 
flat Andrew went on social media and rubbished their efforts as, let me get this 
right, hideous proletarian kitsch. | mean there is no need for that is there? That’s 


just nastiness.” 


The /nspector nodded in agreement. | knew that he didn’t have much time for the 


petty point scoring and condescension of the middle classes either. 
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Part of Barnier’s effectiveness as an investigator was his ability to put people at 
their ease and make them feel that he was on their side. | could see that Perry Perry 


was warming to the /nspector. 


- “Was there a disagreement about a washing line?” asked Barnier casually. 


- “Oh yeah, | forgot about that. Andrew wanted to put a washing line in the back 
garden for clothes drying but Kate wouldn’t allow him to do it. She thought that it 


would make the place look ugly.” 


- “| see,” said Barnier. “And was there not a disagreement about the squirrels?” 


- “Blimey, you are well informed,” laughed Perry. 


- “Thank Micky for that,” | interjected. 


- “Well, Kate loved to feed the animals around here. There are birds and squirrels 


and we even have a fox that visits the garden at night time. Kate left food out for 


them all which Andrew hated. He thinks wild animals are vermin.” 


- “So Kate and Andrew didn’t get on?” | asked. 


- “They begged to differ on most things. Let’s put it that way,” said Perry. 


- “Okay, Perry, that will do for now,” concluded the /nspector. “Will you be around if 


we need to check anything with you again?” 


- “lam always here or in Micky’s garage,” smiled Perry. 


Leaving Perry’s flat and now out of earshot Barnier spoke in that confiding tone that 


| Knew so well. 


- “Our friend Perry moves well for a man with a stick. He forgot to limp when he 


went to the kitchen for a 


52 


second cup of coffee.” 


It was the sort of detail that the /nspector always picked up on and | more often 


than not missed. 


- “Maybe he is faking a limp in order to claim disability benefits?” | suggested. 


- “Perhaps.” 


- “He certainly doesn’t live like a benefits claimant.” 


- “You are referring to the expensive household items?” 


- “And the de-/uxe filter coffee,” | added. 


- “Yes, the coffee is interesting and has got me thinking about a possible line of 


inquiry.” 


- “You suspect Perry of involvement in Kate Orb’s murder?” 


- “It is too early to say. The gypsies have interesting ways as | have discovered ona 
couple of previous investigations. Also did you note that Micky and Perry have 
provided each other with favourable character references. This case is beginning to 


intrigue me. Let us see if anyone else is now at home in A/bany Court.” 


- “Micky would know.” 


- “Lead on,” said the /nspector. “But before we see Micky there is one piece of 


information that | would like to share with you.” 


The /nspector always got my full attention at moments like this that provided 


penetrating insight into the case. 
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- “Sergeant, | am certain that Kate Orb was poisoned. The autopsy will hopefully 
reveal the type of poison used but for the time being | would like you to keep my 
suspicions confidential. | do not want to prematurely alert the murderer or 


murderers and disclose our knowledge of the cause of death.” 


- “Of course, /nspector,” | replied. 


Poison, \ thought. Already this was turning out to be a far from routine murder case. 
Most murders involved drunken men fighting outside pubs or deranged husbands 


killing their wives. 
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Chapter 5 - Bob, Kaz and The Osmonds. 


Micky was waiting for us as we left Perry’s flat which saved us having to walk over 


to the garages. 
- “They are back, Kaz and Bob,” he announced. 
- “Thanks Micky,” replied Barnier. 


| knocked on the door of Flat 9 and could hear movement inside. A turning of the 


lock and then a large man appeared before us, a big skinhead with muscles to 


match. 


- “You must be the police,” stated Bob matter of factly. 


- “Yes, |am /nspector Barnier and this is Sergeant Jones. Can we have a word?” 


There was a nod and a gesture to follow him into the house which we did leaving a 
disappointed looking Micky outside. Evidently he wanted to be a party to the 


conversation. 


The apartment was the same size as all the others with the exception of the late 
Kate Orb’s super-flat; a standard one bed affair with living room, kitchen and 
bathroom. The décor was bohemian with oil paintings on the walls and patterned 
drapes flung over two sofas. Book shelves stuffed with well thumbed paperbacks 
filled one wall and there was a generously stocked drinks cabinet by the entrance to 
the kitchen. The petite blonde woman whom | took to be Kaz was sat on one of the 


sofas and looked a little nervous. She gestured for us to sit. 


- “Can | get you a coffee?” she asked. 


- “Er, no thanks,” replied Barnier. “We just had one with Perry upstairs.” 


- “Okay, let me know if you change your mind,” she said. 
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The /nspector settled into his seat and smiled reassuringly at Kaz and Bob. 


- “You must know why | am here,” he began. 


- “Of course,” replied Bob. “A terrible business.” 


Barnier nodded in agreement. 


- “Yes it is, but unfortunately | am now tasked with the job of finding out exactly 
what happened to Miss Orb. Could you tell me your whereabouts for the last couple 


of days?” 


- “I take it that question is addressed to both of us,” said Bob not waiting for an 


answer. “We have both been self-isolating here in this flat.” 


- “For the entire time?” asked Barnier. “| notice that you have only just arrived back 


from somewhere else.” 


- “Yes, we stayed at my place in Rusho/me last night but that was the first time that 
we have ventured out for several weeks, apart from going to the shops,” explained 


Bob. 


- “Can anyone verify that?” | asked. 


- “Apart from Micky, probably not, and | don’t mean that in a bad way,” interjected 
Kaz. “Because he lives at the end of the block by the car park gates he sees 


everyone coming and going from A/bany Court.” 


- “She’s right. He sits in his garage most of the time keeping vigil,” added Bob. 


- “We are not complaining,” said Kaz. “| mean it’s like having an unpaid security 


guard watching over the place for us.” 
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Bob nodded excessively in sarcastic agreement. 


- “So when was the last time you saw Kate?” asked the /nspector. 


- “It must be 4 or 5 days since | last saw her. | was coming back from the Off 


License,” replied Bob. 


- “I think it was 3 or 4 days ago that | saw her in the garden pottering about. Oh 


dear, this is awful,” said Kaz wiping a tear from her eye. 


- “Yes, we have Micky saying that he saw her last yesterday afternoon in the 


garden,” | said. 


- “That must be right then,” said Bob. “| am sure he writes down everybody’s 


movements.” 


- “Ignore him /nspector,” said Kaz. “He is exaggerating as usual. Micky just likes to 


keep an eye on the place for a// our benefits.” 


The /nspector nodded patiently. 


- “So how did you get on with Miss Orb? You do realise that | have to ask the 


question?” 


- “Not very well,” replied Bob. “And | know that must look bad.” 


- “| don’t think you are the only person who disagreed with Miss Orb,” replied 


Barnier. 


- “Yeah, but | recently had a heated row with her and of course | have a criminal 


record so no doubt | will be in the frame for this,” said Bob with a raised voice. 


- “| suggest you calm down,” said Barnier. “We know about your past but it was a 
long time ago and your convictions are spent. | always judge a case on its own 


merits. Miss Orb’s death is suspicious but she did not die as a result of a physical 


assault. There is nothing in your past that makes me think that you are 
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responsible for her death.” 


- “Well that’s good to hear,” said a visibly relieved Bob. “| am sure there are some 
people living in A/bany Court who would be only too quick to point a finger in my 


direction.” 


- “Perhaps you are right, sir. But luckily for you | do not go by appearances,” said 
Barnier. “| believe that there was a disagreement over liability for external repairs to 


the building?” 


- “That’s right,” interjected Kaz. “| am trying to sell this place and we didn’t think 


Kate was being very helpful with the sale.” 


- “As Treasurer she had to supply certain pieces of information to a prospective 
buyer’s lawyers and she kept making excuses for not doing what we asked,” added 


Bob. 


- “So there was friction between you and Kate over the proposed house sale which 
is understandable given what you have just said,” summarised Barnier. “Was there 


anything else that you didn’t see eye to eye about?” 


- “Not really,” said Bob. 


- “There was that business of me chopping her Lobelias down by mistake,”said Kaz. 


- “Oh yeah, | forgot about that. Kaz cut down some of her flowers when she was 


tidying up the garden. It was a couple of months before Kate spoke to her after that. 


It was a genuine misunderstanding but Kate didn’t see it that way,” explained Bob. 
- “She bore a grudge then?” | asked. 


- “| think she was just used to living on her own and if anyone interfered with her 


routine or life she 
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didn’t like it,” said Bob. 

- “What is it you do for a living?” asked Barnier of Bob. 

- “Up until a week ago | was portering at the Nightingale Hospital,” he replied. 

- “He got laid off with most of the other workers,” added Kaz in his defence. 

- “Yes, | heard that the emergency hospital had been put on standby,” said Barnier. 


- “Due to a lack of patients with COV/D-19,” added Bob. “can you believe it. My first 


job for ages and | lose it because not enough people are dying!” 


- “Aside from in A/bany Court. Still, it was very public spirited of you to take the job 


while it lasted,” said the /nspector. 


- “Like you said, looks can be deceptive,” said Kaz. “You wouldn’t think he was a 


published author either would you?” 


- “Self-published,” corrected Bob. “| write under the name Robert Z Williams 


available on Amazon Books.” 


| made a note of Bob’s nom-de-p/ume deciding | would look him up online that night 


when | got the chance. 


- “Do you know anyone who might have had a grudge against Miss Orb?” continued 


Barnier in his methodical style. 


- “Take your pick of the residents,” said Bob. “If you live here it is or was only a 
matter of time before you crossed swords with Kate. It was like she owned the 


bloody place.” 
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- “Bob! The poor woman has died,” interjected Kaz angrily. 


- “| know that. | was just saying that’s all,” said Bob. “| am not saying she deserved 


to die for Christ’s sake.” 


- “Okay, if we can just take this down a notch,” suggested the /nspector calmly. 


Bob nodded and walked over to the drinks cabinet where he poured himself a large 


Scotch, smiling in mock apology before downing it one. 


- “So who are you grilling next?” asked Bob. 


- “The people at flat 7,” | replied. 


- “The Osmonds! Good luck with that one,” guffawed Bob. 


- “They are not called The Osmonds,” corrected Kaz. “I get on quite well with the 


wife.” 


- “You know them?” asked Barnier. 


- “Only to say he//o to. | have bumped into them a couple of times when we have 


both come out at the same time to empty the bins.” 


- “They are very secretive though. Keep the curtains drawn at all times. God knows 
what they are getting up to in there,” added Bob pouring himself another large 


Scotch. 


- “So what do you write about?” asked Barnier ignoring Bob’s innuendo. 


- “Not this place if that is what you’re getting at. Mind you an Agatha Christie based 


on A/bany Court would be a best seller,” smirked Bob facetiously. 
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- “You suspect foul play then?” asked Barnier. 


- “Definitely. | think the butler did it.” 


- “And who might the butler be?” 


- “That’s for you to find out.” 


For butler| read Micky but kept that thought to myself. | knew that the /nspector 


would be drawing the same inference. 


- “So you think there is villainy afoot in A/bany Court?” asked the /nspector. 


- “He is only kidding,” said Kaz eager to play down Bob’s comments. 


- “Well, these gated middle class communities are all the same. When you scratch 
beneath the veneer of respectability there is usually a hidden netherworld of crime, 


deviant sex and drugs, and that’s before you unearth the lies and hypocrisy.” 


- “You have a way with words, Bob,” laughed the /nspector. 


- “Perhaps you could make a public announcement to that effect. | need the 


royalties.” 


- “Something makes me think that you don’t need money,” replied Barnier. 


- “Like you said earlier, looks can be deceptive,” said Bob. “Do let me know when 


you find the killer though.” 


- “Oh, you will find out in due course,” stated the /nspector. “But first Sergeant Jones 


and | need to speak with your immediate neighbours.” 
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- “They are called Mrand Mrs Studebaker,” said Kaz. “Their mail came here by 


accident one time.” 


- “Thanks for that,” said Barnier. “But we had managed to trace their correct 


surname from Council Records.” 


- “| prefer calling them The Osmonds,” said Bob raising his glass as we left. 


Micky was still stood outside when we re-emerged from flat 9. 


- “| was hoping you might have a moment to discuss the progress you are making 


on the case,” said Micky. 


- “Perhaps later on,” answered Barnier. “| am keen to interview as many residents 


as possible while | know that they are in.” 


With that a curtain twitched in the front window of flat 7. A man’s bespectacled face 


had briefly appeared in view. | took that as my cue to lightly knock on the door. 


- “You will have to knock harder than that with The Osmonds,” said Micky. 


As he spoke the face, which bore a mask of defiance and irritation, appeared again 
at the window. Barnier produced his police /.D. card and held it up to the window. 
After what seemed like a good two minutes during which one could hear the 
laborious process of bolts sliding and locks being turned the door was finally 
opened. A bespectacled man of medium height, portly build and smartly dressed in 
shirt and tie appeared. He stood before us ramrod straight and rigidly formal, his 


greasy hair plastered down in a severe comb-over. 

- “How can | help you gentlemen?” 
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- “Do you know why we are here, Mr Studebaker?” asked Barnier. 
- “| have absolutely no idea.” 


- “Miss Kate Orb was found dead in her garage yesterday and we are interviewing 


all of the residents,” explained Barnier. 
Studebaker looked momentarily surprised. 


- “lam sorry to hear that but she was an elderly lady. What has her death, 


regrettable though it is, got to do with us?” 


- “Her death is being treated as suspicious so we need to speak to a//the residents 
of Albany Court,” replied Barnier impatiently. “We can do this now here or down at 


the station. The choice is yours.” 
- “lam sorry what was your name again?” asked Studebaker. 


- “Inspector Barnier and this is Sergeant Jones.” 


- “Give me a couple of minutes and | will speak to you in the garden.” 


- “We need to speak to your wife as well,” added the /nspector. 


- “It’s not very convenient,” said Studebaker. 


- “I must insist,” replied Barnier. 


Studebaker could not conceal his irritation at this ultimatum but nodded his head in 


angry resignation. 


- “We will see you in the rear garden in 5 minutes,” and with that he shut the door 


with a petulant slam. 


- “See, | told you he was an oddball,” said Micky. 
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- “Okay sir, if we need you we will find you later in your garage,” announced Barnier 
with a finality that suggested Micky’s presence was no longer required, at least not 


for now. 


- “Message received chief, whatever you say,” said Micky walking dejectedly away 


in the direction of the car park. 


The Studebakers appeared in the back garden 5 minutes later as agreed. Mrs 
Studebaker, also bespectacled, was a frumpy looking middle aged woman dressed 
in an unflattering plain smock and wearing no make up. They took the seats offered 
without saying a word, Mr Studebaker a picture of defiance, his wife sat with 


downcast eyes in sullen immobility. 


- “Thank you both for your time,” began Barnier. “| will get straight to the point. 


How well did you both know Kate Orb?” 


| noted that the /nspector had dispensed with the, where were you yesterday 
question? That line of enquiry was redundant as everybody had been self-isolating. 
Though murder rates had fallen during the COV/D-19 pandemic it struck me that it 
was actually a good time to commit a murder. Nobody could reasonably question 
the se/Fisolating alone alibi, particularly if one claimed to have had the symptoms of 
the contagion, dry cough, fever etcetera. Half the nation’s workforce currently on 


extended periods of paid leave were using the same excuse. 


- “| have spoken to her only a handful of times,” replied Mr Studebaker. “The last 
time was about a week ago when she warned me that the service charge was going 


to increase.” 


- “What was your reaction top that news?” asked the /nspector. 


- “| wasn’t happy,” replied Studebaker who was clearly doing all the talking for his 


wife. “We are poor 
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people.” 


- “Well off enough to live in A/bany Court though,” said Barnier. 


- “It is our one luxury. We need the privacy of this place so that we can pray to God 


without distraction.” 


- “So you only knew Kate Orb in her professional capacity as 7reasurer?” 


- “That is correct.” 


- “You don’t seem greatly effected by news of her death?” probed Barnier. 


- “As | said earlier, she was an old lady. We will pray for her soul.” 


- “What do you think, Mrs Studebaker?” asked the /nspector. 


- “| speak for my wife in all matters,” interjected Studebaker brusquely. 


Mrs Studebaker nodded meekly in agreement. | could see that even Barnier’s charm 
and persuasive powers would be found wanting at the altar of the Studebaker’s 


obstinacy. 


- “You make it sound like Kate Orb’s soul needs to be saved,” continued an 


undaunted Barnier. 


- “Only God can judge if she was a sinner,” replied a perspiring Studebaker, a shaft 
of sunlight reflecting off his heavy lensed spectacles. “Maybe it will be revealed to 


me in a dream,” smiled the zealot. 


- “You are of the Mormon faith are you not?” asked Barnier. 


Studebaker nodded warily. 


- “You are the chosen people and the Reverend Smith is your prophet?” 
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- “We believe that we are living a sin-free life as best we can according to the 


teachings of the true prophet.” 


- “Free from contamination that abounds in the wider world? An appropriate 


metaphor in the present circumstances wouldn’t you agree?” 


- “If you say so, /nspector.” 


Barnier nodded to himself and brought the interview to a close. 


- “That will be all for now, Mrand Mrs Studebaker.” 


- “For now?” asked Studebaker. 


- “Yes, for now,” replied the /nspector tersely. 


With that Studebaker rose abruptly and started the walk back to his flat with his 
wife following subserviently in his wake. | waited for them to disappear round a 


corner before speaking. 


- “What did you make of that?” 


- “He is a fanatic,” replied Barnier. “Moreover he treats his wife like a chattel, a 


mere piece of property.” 


- “Do you think he may know more than he is admitting?” 


- “Let’s just say he is another person of interest.” 


- “| know what you mean,” | replied. “Every person we have interviewed so far has a 


plausible motive for killing Kate Orb.” 


- “Yes, of the A/bany Court residents we have so far questioned, let us call them the 


older cohort, all have 


66 


a potential financial grudge. Money, be it thousands needed for the roof repair, or 


an increased and onerous service charge, or the lack of it due to the non-selling of a 


property could all be the motive for Kate Orb’s death.” 


- “| agree, following the money trail looks promising.” 


- “I certainly think money is involved but we are not dealing with an obvious theft 
here,” mused Barnier. “Which reminds me. | am travelling to North Wales tomorrow 
to see Kate Orb’s solicitor and have a look at her second home. | have spoken to 
him and he is prepared to discuss the contents of Kate’s will in person but not over 


the phone.” 


- “So you are visiting North Wales sooner than you thought,” | joked. 


- “Yes, Perry Perry can add fortune-telling to his many skills.” 


- “Maybe it’s the gypsy in him?” 


- “Maybe. He was only raised by gypsies don’t forget.” The /nspector corrected. “Will 
you be okay holding the fort here in my absence? | will be back here tomorrow 


evening at the latest for your update and progress report.” 


- “Of course. Is there anything that you would like me to do specifically? | asked. 


- “You can interview the remaining residents, Sophie and Nick, Andrew the teacher, 
and Ed the musician, the younger cohort for identification purposes. Not only are 
the A/bany Court residents divided into renters and owners or separated by social 


class, there is it seems also an age demographic.” 


- “Have we concluded interviews for today then?” | asked. 
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- “I will leave that up to you. You have 24 hours to interview the younger residents 


and catch up with Micky. He wanted to speak to us earlier. By the way, did the 


National Computer throw anything up on our friend Micky?” 


- “He got a caution and a fine in 1978 for selling fake designer tracksuits on Gorton 


Market. Apart from that he is clean,” | replied. 
- “Nothing worse than being a bit of a Jack the Lad then.” 
- “Apparently not,” | confirmed. “Was there anything else you wanted me to do?” 


- “Well, if you could arrange for a covert surveillance team to keep watch on A/bany 
Court overnight that would save me a job. All | want from them is to monitor 
people’s comings and goings if there are any to report. While they are keeping 
watch you can get a good night’s sleep and | will see you back here tomorrow 


before 6p”, traffic permitting.” 


- “Where do you want the surveillance team positioned?” | asked for my own 


clarification. 


- “Cromer Avenue has a view of the gate and car park to A/bany Court so if they 
park a van with tinted windows anywhere along there they will have a good 


unimpeded view.” 
- “Right, | will suggest that to them then,” | agreed. 


Barnier then bade me farewell and waved to Micky in his garage before driving off. 
With luck he would be in North Wales within a couple of hours. He had provided me 
with the address of a hotel in Liandudno where he was staying that night should an 


emergency arise and he needed to be contacted. 
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Chapter 6 - Andrew the Teacher 


Following Barnier’s departure for North Wales | decided to join Micky in his garage, 
for intelligence gathering purposes. With the benefit of hindsight | now know that 
two factors were to combine that evening which would lead to a second murder in 
Albany Court. Micky’s failure to tell me what was really on his mind in conjunction 
with my silence on the subject of Kate’s poisoning tragically sealed the second 
victim’s fate. Moreover the negligence of the overnight survei/lance team would 
delay the identification of the killer, though they probably could not have prevented 
the second murder from taking place even if they had done their job properly. But | 


am getting ahead of myself. 


Speaking to Micky in his garage on a warm early summer evening it was all too easy 
to forget that a crime had been committed in A/bany Court. Micky ever the genial 
host had offered me a deck chair and a can of beer which he retrieved from a cooler 
box. Unfortunately | had to decline his offer of a chilled beverage but did take the 
opportunity to make myself comfortable. | was still on duty and waiting for the 
younger cohort of residents to return to their lodgings and | was resigned to being in 
Micky’s garage for some time. Urgent questions still needed to be asked and | 
wanted to be able to inform the /nspector that | had interviewed all of the residents 
when | saw him next. Thoroughness is my watchword and having a good memory is 


another one of my more useful attributes. 


- “You said that you wanted to speak with us earlier outside Kaz and Bob’s place?” 


- “Oh yeah, | forgot about that. It was nothing,” said Micky fatefully. 


| had even pressed him on the matter but tragically | was not insistent enough. 


- “You are sure there is nothing on your mind?” 


69 


- “No, | was just being silly,” he had reassured me before dropping the subject. 


“Here comes Andrew on his clapped out moped.” 


At that moment an odd looking character dressed in a mackintosh raincoat and 
wearing an old visor-less crash helmet had spluttered into the car park trailing dark 
exhaust fumes. He parked up and placed his mechanised ve/ocipede up on its stand 
before removing his helmet. The man before us was of nondescript appearance in 
his early thirties with signs that he was already losing his hair. Andrew the teacher 


knew who | was or thought he did as | rose to greet him. 


- “Inspector Barnier | presume?” 


- “Er, no. lam Sergeant Jones. The /nspector won't be able to rejoin us until 


tomorrow evening. 


He was called away on urgent business,” | explained. 


- “Business more urgent than a murder?” he asked in a sarcastic tone. “And before 


you ask | didn’t do it.” 


- “It is business related to this case,” | replied not rising to the bait but took an 
instant dislike to Andrew. Perry Perry’s assessment of the man was looking 
accurate; an arrogant individual if ever there was one. Still, | couldn’t let personal 
feelings compromise my professionalism and | reminded myself that | had an 


important job to do in Barnier’s absence. 


- “| need to ask you a few questions. Is now convenient?” 


- “Yes, we can do that. Follow me to my flat,” he suggested. 


Andrew’s apartment was situated directly above the abode of Sophie and Nick. It 
was accessed via an external concrete staircase. Once inside my host offered me a 


seat before sinking into what looked like 
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his favourite armchair. The room was untidy in a cluttered scholarly looking way 
with books and papers lying everywhere but no paintings and ornaments; it lacked a 


woman ’s touch and smelled of febrile loneliness. 


- “How can! help you, Sergeant?” he asked without preamble. 


- “Well, you can start by telling me what you teach? | am interested,” | replied 


knowing he wasn’t expecting that as an opening question. 


- “| teach History, Sergeant.” 


- “That sounds fascinating,” | replied trying to sound as genuine as | could. 


- “The subject is interesting unfortunately teaching children gets in the way.” 


He reminded me of my old school History teacher, a child hating alcoholic called 


Chapman who | thought | had forgotten about. 


- “You can’t dislike teaching that much. You have been working throughout the 


lockdown when you could have taken a furlough,” | remarked. 


- “You are well informed, Sergeant. All | can say is that | like to stay busy and | think 


it is important to do my bit,” smiled Andrew smoothly, too bloody smooth by half | 


thought. 


- “So, you want to ask me about Kate Orb and my whereabouts around the time of 


her death? he continued. 


- “If you could, sir, that would be helpful,” | replied. 


Andrew paused to gather his thoughts. 
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- “Let me see. | have been attending school during the day as you already know and 


| generally get back to A/bany Court around 6pm every evening.” 


- “So when did you last see Miss Orb?” | asked. 


- “Oh, it must be 4 or 5 days ago. She was in the garden one evening as | parked up 
my motorcycle. Micky was sat in his garage as usual so he can verify what | am 


saying.” 


Again it was looking like Micky was the last person to see Kate Orb alive on the 
previous afternoon. Based on the interviews conducted thus far, and if everyone 
was to be believed, that still left more than 12 hours of Kate’s remaining life 
unaccounted for. Did that fact point to Micky’s guilt or his guileless honesty? Had he 
seen Kate later on the 17” and was trying to cover his tracks or had anyone else for 
that matter. Anyone that is apart from the murderer or murderers. As far as | was 
concerned Micky was still one of the main suspects; the last person to see Kate alive 
and the first to report her missing. None of the interview so far had undermined his 
prime suspect status. Of course there were other potential suspects to consider but 


given the field and the runners and riders Micky was the current strong favourite. 


The main argument in his favour was that favourites didn’t always win and that 
sometimes the least likely suspect turned out to be the culprit. Setting aside 
personal likes and dislikes it was always important to give pre-eminence to the 


facts, and to give primacy to reason and logic over emotion. 


It seemed unlikely that Kate had died in her garage and much more likely that she 
had been moved there after her death which occurred on the evening of the 17th. 
That would point to a strong man or more than one person moving the body as Kate 
Orb had been a large woman. At a pinch Andrew could have hauled Kate’s body 
from his apartment across the car park to her garage. | had tried to gauge the 
man’s strength by weighing up his physique as | followed him to his apartment, and 


concluded that he may 
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have been able to do it but it would have been a struggle. But | also knew that one 
could also add Micky, Perry, Studebaker and Bob or any combination of the four to 
that list if physical strength was the deciding criterion in identifying the killer. Of 
those three Bob had the strongest motive as Kate had been unhelpful with the sale 
of his girlfriend Kaz’s flat. Did a dislike of squirrels and an inability to hang a 
washing line outside constitute a sufficient reason for Andrew to poison Kate Orb? 
As a possible motive the notion seemed preposterous but | knew from experience 
that people often killed for wnat seemed the most trivial of reasons. A minor insult 
is added to a list of compounded grievances which have amassed over time and the 
killer suddenly snaps without warning. Still, some bothersome vermin and a clothes 
line was a stretch as a motive unless he was hiding something. | needed Andrew to 


keep talking, the subject matter being of secondary importance as standard 


questioning was unlikely to lead anywhere. It was possible that some small fact 
germane to the case may be revealed in a seemingly harmless conversation, a 
classic tactic used in Barnier’s cunning repertoire. | therefore deliberately decided to 
avoid the subjects of the squirrels and the washing line and offered Andrew and his 


ego an opportunity to demonstrate his academic expertise. 


- “As a historian | suppose you know a lot about plagues and contagions throughout 
history?” | began. | knew Barnier would have approved of my opening gambit, a 
deceptively benign entre and a plausible conversation piece given the topicality of 


the COV/D-19 pandemic. 


- “Ring a ring a roses.” 


- “| beg your pardon?” | responded failing to see the connection. 


- “The nursery rhyme attributed to the time of the Second Great Bubonic Plague, 
circa 1350-1650,” he explained. “Atishoo atishoo we all fall down. Surely you know 


ites 
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- “Yes, of course,” | replied. 


- “History is cyclical, Sergeant Jones. The past can teach us a lot today. Faced with a 
contagion people react in the same way today that they did centuries ago and there 


are other parallels.” 


- “Humour me,” | encouraged. 


- “Well, The Second Great Plague originated in China as did the current COV/D-19 


pandemic.” 


| could tell that Andrew was a teacher. The first opportunity to give me a lecture and 
he had grabbed at the chance. There was no stopping him now, the only thing 


missing a white board and felt pen. 


- “As was the case with its medieval predecessor COVID -19 travelled from China to 
Italy this time by passenger jet rather than rather than via The Si/k Road and 


antiquated merchant galleons. Shall | continue?” 


- “Please,” | replied. “It’s fascinating.” 


- “And of course many people in the old days regarded plagues as punishment for 
their sins. | am sure that there are followers of our various religions who share that 


belief today although they are probably reticent about stating as much publicly.” 


| thought of Studebaker who had shown no such reluctance in condemning the 


sinners of this world. 


- “There is a village in Derbyshire, Eyam, less than an hour’s drive away where the 
residents voluntarily quarantined themselves so that the plague of 1666 would not 
spread to the wider community. Many died but several survived. An example of such 
selflessness would be hard to find today given the prevailing ze/tge/st, with public 


responsibility coming a poor second to private interest.” 
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| considered Andrew’s thesis which | felt was tainted by nostalgia for a past which 


probably had never existed. 


- “What about the selfless acts of those working in the NHS today?” | suggested. 


- “Like Nick and Sophie?” he mused more to himself than asking me the question. 


- “Or you, Andrew, continuing to work as a teacher in the midst of the pandemic. 


You could have stayed here in your flat and got paid.” 


Andrew nodded in distracted agreement but didn’t look altogether convinced by my 


argument. The lecture continued. 


- “You know the people of Eyam thought the plague was transmitted by the 
exchange of money, of coins being passed from one set of hands to another. They 
washed the money in vinegar in an attempt to kill the virus. Needless to say that 


didn’t work.” 


The motif of Money again | thought. A rudimentary knowledge of germ transmission 
and underlying Biblical notions of money being the root of all evil had boosted 
vinegar sales ina 17” century Derbyshire town. Contrast that with Kate Orb who 
had been killed by a poison as yet unidentified though | suspected that Barnier 
already had an idea of what that poison might be. | had not read his note but | knew 
it would have been typical of the /nspector to suggest a hypothesis to the 
pathologist. Barnier’s many forensic skills as a detective included a detailed 
knowledge of toxins, an expertise that had been instrumental in the identification of 


The Didsbury Cheese Murderer in 2015. 


- “Yes, | can see what you mean about history being cyclical. Here we are centuries 
after the experiences of Eyam and in a similar /ockdown situation in the face of a 


deadly virus,” | interjected in a weary tone. 
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- “Am | boring you, Sergeant?” 


- “Not at all, Andrew, though | would like your opinion on the other A/bany Court 


residents.” 


- “My subjective opinion? Because that is all it will be, Sergeant.” 


- “Well yes, it might be helpful in building up a fuller picture of the group dynamic in 


Albany Court,” | flattered and encouraged the narcissist. 


- “Unless you secretly suspect me and are trying to catch me off guard,” he smiled 


like a crocodile. 


- “You do not seem to have a motive for killing Kate,” | replied. 


- “That’s right,” he agreed. “I actually thought that the old girl had a bit of class 


which is more than you can say for some of the riffraff who live here.” 


By riffraff\ took him to mean the working class residents: Micky &Vee, Perry Perry, 
and Bob &Kaz. | let the remark go not wanting the judge to feel judged himself. It 
was ironic that Micky had used the term rffraff himself, as in there are no riffraff in 


Albany Court. 


- “| see that you have met Micky,” he began warming to his task. “Of course you 
have. It would be impossible not to meet Micky if you spend more than 5 minutes in 
this place. He’s a tiresome o/k but | suppose he has his uses. Have you met his wife, 


Vee?” 


- “Yes, | have.” 


- “Did they tell you that they now want to run this place with Vee as Treasurer and 
Micky as the General Manager? So they would jointly be in charge of the money and 


policy decisions.” 


- “No | had not heard that mentioned,” | replied candidly. 
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- “That doesn’t surprise me. They play their cards close to their chest that dynamic 


duo.” 


Andrew seemed to be implying intentionally or otherwise that Micky and Vee had a 
motive for Kate’s homicide; that it had been a bloody power grab, a suburban coup 
d’etat. There was no stopping him and his conspiracy theories. “And as for the 
femme fatale who lives in flat 4, | swear | couldn’t make this up if | tried, we have a 
mystery woman who looks every inch a Russian ninja. Have you checked her out 
yet? By the way she seems to have gone on the missing list.” Andrew sounded 
almost hurt in a way that suggested | wasn’t the only one missing Anastasia 
Keegan’s presence. The deluded man had probably entertained notions of dating 


the Russian beauty. 


- “Miss Keegan has already been cleared of any involvement in Miss Orb’s death,” | 


replied. 


- “But everybody else is still a suspect?” he snorted in derision. “I wish | had a big 


pair of boobs.” 


- “Miss Keegan’s innocence has nothing to do with the way she looks,” | replied 
doing my best to suppress a laugh and avoid the temptation of a coarse rejoinder. 
“Tell me what you know about Sophie and Nick in flat 5,” eager to change the 


subject. | didn’t want Andrew to get wind of Anastasia’s diplomatic status. 


- “Oh they are great and my kind of people. They both work in the NHS and like me 


are currently doing their bit for the country.” 


- “How did they get on with Kate?” | probed trying to get him to say something, 


anything, that might tarnish the halo of Sophie and Nick. 


- “Pretty well | would say. Kate had let them store some of their furniture in one of 
her garages, what with them being home owners. The lease holders help each other 


like that. We have a vested interest in 
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getting along and making this place run harmoniously.” 


- “But Micky &Vee, and Kaz are home owners and yet | suspect they would fall into 


the riffraff category. Your words not mine.” 


Andrew guffawed loudly. 


- “Okay Sergeant, you have me there! Of course you are quite right to spot the 
central contradiction inherent in A/bany Court. It never used to be like this but these 
days the o/ks are propertied as well,” he laughed again cruelly. “I do not class Bob & 
Kaz and Micky & Vee as my kind of people. From what | have seen Bob is a feckless 
drunk and his girlfriend plays irritating rap music very loudly late at night. As for 
Micky and Vee! They only thing they don’t have outside their flat door are garden 
gnomes. A/bany Court used to be quite select but as you can see it is going 


downhill.” 


- “So you like Sophie and Nick. And you got on with Kate. Is there anyone else you 
approve of?” | asked directly struggling to hide my irritation with this opinionated 


little twerp. 


- “| don’t know Ed very well in flat 8. | believe he is a musician. As for the others / 


wouldn't give you two bob, to use the vernacular.” 


After that damning resume | didn’t get much useful from Andrew; just more 
indications that the man was an inveterate snob and had a mighty high opinion of 
himself. Returning to Micky’s garage | wondered what time the overnight 
surveillance team would roll up. They had agreed to text me when they were 
nearby. Micky was sat with his friend Perry Perry looking out at the car park and the 


Albany Court residences beyond. 

- “How did you get on with Litt/e Hitler?” asked Perry. 
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- “Andrew?” | asked though | knew who he meant. 

- “Yeah, Adolph aka Andrew,” confirmed Perry. 

- “He has lots of opinions,” | replied. 

Micky and Perry both laughed. 

- “You can say that again,” chuckled Micky. 


| decided to take a chance and share something that Andrew had just said, which 
strictly speaking was in breech of confidentiality, but | wanted to stir things up. | 
aimed my comment at Micky and lobbed him a verbal hand grenade. “Andrew said 


that you and Vee want to take over the running of this place.” 


| got the expected reaction. “What a bastard! That makes it sound like we wanted 


Kate out of the way,” said an angry Micky, the veins throbbing on his forehead. 


- “A total liberty,” agreed Perry backing up his pal. 


Micky shook his head in disbelief before continuing. “Look, Sergeant. If anyone 


wants to take over the running of this place it is Andrew.” 


- “Micky is right. The man is a megalomaniac,” confirmed Perry. 


So now we had two residents each accusing the other of being driven by a lust for 
power and the wish to control A/bany Court. | knew the /nspector would love such a 
pantomime display of two-way finger pointing and couldn’t wait to tell him about it, 
but then my phone buzzed with the feint sound of an incoming text, almost 
drowned out by the roar of a throbbing engine. Sophie and Nick alighted from their 
new looking Jaguar 2 seateras Micky and Perry looked on covetously and | switched 


off my phone. 
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- “What a beauty,” exclaimed Micky. “| would love to go for a ride in that.” Micky 
was talking about the red sports car. Perry chuckled to himself at Micky’s 


unintended innuendo. 


The glamorous couple waved at us and approached Micky’s garage. Nick was tall, 
handsome and prosperous looking as was his beautiful dark haired girlfriend, a 
slimmer model than Anastasia Keegan but equally as stunning. The only thing that 
struck me as being slightly out of place was the fact that Sophie was carrying Kate’s 


cat. 
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Chapter 7 - Sophie, Nick and Ed too 


- “Hello, I’m Sergeant Jones,” | announced with all the authority | could muster as | 
rose from Micky’s deck chair and greeted the young couple. They both smiled 
warmly in the spontaneous way of very happy young attractive people. “I believe 


you work at the hospital.” 


- “Yes,” said Nick, as Sophie nodded enthusiastically in agreement. “Follow me,” 


suggested Nick in the way of someone who is used to getting his own way. 


- “Yes, we can talk while | feed the cat,” added Sophie with a hint of sadness as she 


stroked the fickle feline. “He seems to be my responsibility now.” 


| followed Nick and Sophie to flat 5 which was situated directly below Andrew’s first 


floor apartment. While Sophie set about feeding the cat in the kitchen Nick showed 
me into the lounge area. Remembering the text message | decided that the 
Surveillance Team would have to wait, confident that | would easily find them later 
on. /nspector Barnier’s suggestion of parking on Cromer Avenue was the obvious 
one as it gave such a good view of A/bany Court. | was confident that Surveillance 
would draw the same conclusion so they wouldn’t be hard to find; a nondescript van 
with dark windows would stand out. Besides they would only be needed after | had 
finished up my business for the day and left for the night. Yes, /et them wait | 


thought as | consulted my notebook. 


- “Thank you for your time,” | began as Sophie joined Nick on the sofa positioned 
directly opposite to where | was sitting. “Il have you down as Sophie Dexter-Ellis and 


Nick Guillam.” 


- “Correct,” confirmed Nick. “You even pronounced my surname correctly.” 


- “Put it down to O-Level French,” | smiled. 
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- “And having a French sounding boss,” added Sophie. 


- “Ah, you are referring to /nspector Barnier. You know of him?” 


- “Everyone has heard of the famous detective, surely?” said Nick. 


- “Well, yes he is quite famous,” | agreed. 


- “Wasn't he responsible for solving the famous Didsbury Cheese Murders 4 or 5 


years ago?” asked Sophie. 


- “Yes, | believe he was though that was before my time.” | hadn’t partnered Barnier 
on that famous case but nevertheless | did have an intimate knowledge of the 
Didsbury Cheese Murders. They had attracted national media interest and it was 
still considered a text book investigation by the tutors at the Police Academy. When 
people in Didsbury Village had suddenly started dying of acute Listeria poisoning 
Barnier had tracked down the killer, a psychopathic cheese vendor who had been 
tipped over the edge by a cheating wife. Ronald Lancashire, a deranged Mancunian, 
had deliberately set about contaminating his dairy products which he had then 
callously sold on to an unsuspecting public. His crimes went undetected for several 
months and the body count was rising exponentially until Barnier was called in to 
crack the case. The tabloid press had had a field day with their lurid front page 
headlines: “7op Cop sniffs out Cheese Murderer’ and “Lancashire crumbles under 
pressure and confesses”, were two that spring to mind. For a while /nspector Roland 
Barnier was a household name throughout the country and since that time had been 


considered Greater Manchester Police’s star detective. 


- “What is it you both do at the hospital?” | asked getting back to point. 


- “lama Theatre Nurse and Nick is an Orthopaedic Surgeon,” answered Sophie 


casting a loving glance at 
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her boyfriend. 


- “Yes, we met at St Mary’s in London, under the bright lights as it were,” added 
Nick. “When | was offered a consultancy at Manchester Royal we decided to both 


relocate up here.” 


- “How do you find Manchester?” | asked casually. 


- “The people are very friendly,” said Sophie,”and everything is so much cheaper up 


here.” 


- “But this business with Kate has come as a great shock. It is so leafy and suburban 


in A/bany Court. It seems out of place,” said Nick. 


- “Yes, it’s very unusual,” | confirmed pausing to observe my two young 
interviewees. Nick could be barely thirty and already he was a consultant surgeon, a 
real high flier. Sophie as well had beauty and a successful career or so it seemed. 
Was everything just a little too perfect? | wondered before getting back to business. 


“How well did you know Kate?” 


- “Quite well. We both liked her,” said Sophie. 


- “Yes, she seemed to take a shine to us when we moved in last year,” added Nick. 


- “She even let us store some of our furniture in one of her garages,” said Sophie. 


- “| suppose we will have to find somewhere else to store all that stuff now,” mused 


Nick. 


The pair verbally bounced off each other like a Variety Ha// act. “Just add it to the list 


of things going wrong,” sighed an exasperated Sophie. 


- “Have you been having problems?” | asked with feigned sympathy; the couple 


looked to have the perfect life. 
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- “Oh, Sophie means the wedding and honeymoon that we have had to cancel 


because of the COV/D-19 contagion,” explained Nick. 


- “A 200 guest wedding and reception in a French chateau scheduled for /une which 


has now had to be put on hold, to be precise,” elaborated Sophie. 


- “Don’t forget the alpine skiing honeymoon in Cortina, darling,” laughed Nick with 


irony. 


Nick and Sophie, the dream couple, suddenly looked quite glum. | needed to keep 
the pair talking and not sink into a slough of despond so | changed the subject. 


“What work have you been doing in the hospital during the pandemic?” 


- “Oh | see what you mean. Because normal elective surgery has been suspended 
you are wondering what our new roles are,” said Nick. “We have both been 


reassigned to COV/D wards.” 


- “Yes, |am acting in a general nursing capacity and Nick is helping with the 


ventilators in /CU.” 


- “So you must have been working long hours?” 


- “There is barely enough time to get home, showered, eat and sleep before it is 


time to go back,” answered Wick. 


- “And now | have new responsibilities,” added Sophie as the cat appeared from the 


kitchen and joined his new mistress on the sofa. 


- “Do you remember when you last saw Kate?” | asked already knowing the answer. 


Both shook their heads. “Perhaps a week ago?” suggested Nick. 


- “It might be even longer ago than that,” corrected Sophie. 
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| nodded not bothering to pursue the line of enquiry. It was time for the second 


standard question. 


- “And do you know anyone here in A/bany Court, or anywhere for that matter, who 
may have had a grudge against Kate Orb?” Again both shook their heads in 
perplexed negative response, again as expected. | decided to try a different tack. 
“How do you feel about maybe having to pay thousands towards the cost of a new 


roof?” 


The couple looked at each other as though they were both unsure how to answer. 


“Oh, Kate assured us that it wouldn’t come to that,” answered Nick eventually. 


- “Yes, Kate explained that we would just repair a part of the roof each year and that 
after 5 or 6 years the whole roof would be completely refurbished in an affordable 


way, without having to massively hike the service charge,” said Sophie. 


- “And you were happy with that plan?” 


- “Well it was a case of having to be. What with buying this place for cash outright, 
and then the money we have shelled out for the wedding and honeymoon, a big rise 


in the service charge right now would severely cramp our style,” explained Nick. 


Not yet to the extent of giving up the Jaguar sports car, | thought. 


- “And you were happy for Kate to continue as Treasurer?” 


- “Yes, we both were,” said Nick. 


Now he was speaking for the two of them | noted as the door bell rang. Nick got up 


to see who it was and returned with a tall young man. The newcomer had a full 


head of unkempt red hair and was sporting 
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a fashionably bushy beard. 


- “Sergeant Jones?” he asked. | nodded. 


- “Hi, I'm Ed Hucknall from flat &. | live above The Osmonds.” 


- “| think you mean Mrand Mrs Studebaker,” | gently corrected. 


- “Is that their real name?” smiled Ed confidently. 


It was evident that Sophie and Nick felt that Ed’s arrival was awkward. “What was it 
you wanted Fa?” asked Nick who looked a bit put out by this seemingly /mpromptu 


visit. 


- “Well, | can see that this isn’t a good time,” replied Ed. 


- “Don’t mind me,” | said. “We had just about finished.” 


| was curious. Feeling an explanation was required Ed began to give the reason for 
his call, but it was not done it has to be said with the greatest degree of sensitivity. 
“| don’t want to sound callous but | have contacted a property letting company and 
they are prepared to take over the management and maintenance of A/bany Court,” 


he proclaimed. The room went silent for a few seconds. 


- “You certainly don’t mess about. | mean it sounds good but how much will it cost?” 


asked Nick eventually. 


- “Yes, that’s the only problem. The service charge will have to go up.” 


- “By how much?” asked a worried looking Sophie. 


- “They have suggested doubling it from its present rate,” answered Ed. 
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Nick and Sophie looked deflated by this news. Perhaps they are living above their 
means, | thought. Mind you | think | would be displeased by news of such a huge 


hike in the service charge. 


- “Any proposed change to the service charge will have to be ratified at the next 


Residents’ Association meeting,” said Nick. 


- “Of course,” said Fd. “But | think | will be able to convince a majority of the 


tenants.” 


- “And what makes you think that?” asked Sophie. 


- “Because,” said Ed barely able to conceal his anger, “Until the roof repairs are 


carried out all of the properties in A/bany Court are worthless.” 


- “You are planning on selling?” | asked keen to put the focus back on to Ed. 


- “It would be a waste of time at the moment unless you want to give your place 


away. You know that Kaz at number 10 is struggling to sell her flat right now.” 


- “| don’t suppose the general slow down in the housing market due to COV/D helps 
either?” | added attempting to sound sympathetic. There were people out there who 


had lost their jobs and homes due to COVID-19’s effect on the economy. 


- “No, it certainly doesn’t,” interjected Nick. 


Ed took a deep breath in what seemed an attempt to get his emotions under 


control. “Luckily | have no intentions of moving right now. | mean | love A/bany Court 
but, and it’s a big but, | wouldn’t have bought my property if | had known about the 


pressing need for major roof repairs.” 


- “Who do you blame for the present state of affairs?” | asked already knowing the 


answer. 
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- “Look | know the poor woman is dead but | blame Kate 100%. We have got to this 
situation because the service charge was kept too low and not enough money was 


put aside for emergency contingencies.” 


Ed’s explanation made me think about the late Miss Orb’s motives in keeping down 
the service charge rate. Had she been concerned about the other resident’s inability 
to pay a higher charge or was her policy dictated by more selfish considerations. 
After all, Kate had owned two flats and therefore any large increase in the service 
charge would have doubly impacted on her financially. | put aside such thoughts on 
the grounds that was speculative to impute motive to a dead person. | still needed 
to question Ed and try and determine his possible motivations. “Could | speak with 


you privately, Ea?” | asked. 


- “You can ask me whatever you want here and now in front of Nick and Sophie. 


They are good friends of mine and | have nothing to hide.” 


- “Okay, Ed, that would help me quickly wrap up my initial interviews of all the 
residents in A/bany Court,” | agreed gesturing for Ed to take a seat on the sofa next 


to Nick and Sophie and consulted my notebook. 


- ‘Right, | have here Ed Hucknall aged 28, owner occupier of flat 8. Occupation 


Musician. Please interrupt if | have anything wrong.” | continued. “Purchased flat 8 
Albany Court February 2019, that’s just over a year ago.” Ed was nodding in 
agreement. “Recently had an argument with Kate Orb at a Residents’ Association 
meeting regarding the roof repairs. Currently withholding payment of your service 
charge until an outside property agency is brought in to run the affairs of A/bany 


Court. |s that a fair summary?” 


- “Yes, everything you have written down is correct. Of course, | did not want any 


harm to come to Kate,” replied Ed. 
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| indicated that | understood his position by nodding sympathetically but | still had 


my job to do. 


- “Where have you been the last couple of days and | am particularly interested in 


the evening of the 17” March just gone?” 


- “| have no idea,” said Ed which was the most natural answer he could have given. 


“| think | was in my apartment.” 


- “Can anyone verify that?” | asked hopefully. 


- “Not really. | have been working on some music tracks that are going to be part of 


the forthcoming Music on the Doorstep online concert.” 


- “It’s to raise money for the NHS,” beamed Nick. 


- “Edis pretty famous,” said Sophie. 


- “That might be overstating matters but | am mates with the rapper Chance,” 


claimed Ed. 


- “Who?” | replied honestly. | had never heard of the man. 


- “| didn’t have you down as a rapper,” smiled Ed. 


- “I like Eminem,” | replied thinking of the first music artist | could think of in the Rap 
genre.All three members of the younger cohort laughed in unison at my stated 


preference but not in an unkind way. 


- “Ed is being far too modest,” said Sophie. “He won the 2017 Unsigned Music 


Awards. That’s a big deal.” 


- “So you are self employed then?” | asked Ed. 


- “Yes, | sell my own cd’s and post music online which | charge people to download.” 
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- “Is it a lucrative business?” | asked. 


- “It can be. Enough for me to be able to buy my place for cash,” he smiled. 


- “How would | access your music?” | enquired. 


- “Go online and try Bandcamp.” 


- “Will do.” | resolved to do just that and added it to my list of things to do along 
with researching the fiction of Robert Z Williams on Amazon. “There’s just one more 
thing that | would like to ask of you,” | added. “/nspector Barnier will be returning 
tomorrow and | am sure that he will want to speak with you and to all of the other 
residents in person. Can you make sure that you are here tomorrow at 69m? Will 


that be okay?” 


- “Yes, that will be fine,” answered Wick. 


- “We both have a couple of days off so that will be fine,” confirmed Sophie. 


- “Yes, | will be in. Can you ring my front door bell as | have a light that comes on in 
my studio. It’s so | Know someone wants me when | am playing music with my 


headphones on,” added Ed. 


| made a note of the doorbell request and imagined Ed’s flat full of computers, 
mixing desks and other music paraphernalia; literally a studio flat. Thanking my 
interviewees | concluded my business in Nick and Sophie’s apartment | set out to 
find the covert surveillance boys who should have, by my reckoning, established 
their base of operations somewhere on Cromer Avenue. As | walked through the 
gate of A/bany Court | waved farewell to Micky who was sat in his garage with his 
pal. He smiled and returned my gesture before resuming his conversation with Perry 
Perry. Tomorrow would be a long day and | was eager to know what Barnier had 


found out on his trip to North Wales. 
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The what, why, when, where, how and who questions all needed to be answered. 
We knew that Kate Orb had been murdered on the evening of the 17 March 
somewhere in A/bany Court, in her super-flat or in another resident’s flat, and then 
her body had been transported to one of her garages. We knew that she had been 
poisoned and the autopsy results would shortly identify the type of toxin used. The 
two key questions that remained were the who and the why. Who had killed Kate 
Orb? Had it been the act of a single killer or had more than one person been 


involved in the execution of the crime? And why just as intriguingly had Kate Orb 


been poisoned? Money or something related to money seemed to be the root 


motive and there were no shortage of suspects. 


The only resident or ex-resident in the clear was a suspected Russ/an spy but that 
didn’t make my job much easier. | didn’t know if | was looking for a male or a female 
killer. The difficulty associated with moving Kate Orb’s corpse after her murder 
suggested that the murderer was a man possessing considerable strength, and yet | 
knew that poisoning was typically a female crime. One possibility amongst many 
mind boggling permutations was that the poisoner could be a woman while the 
transporter could be a man which would suggested a murderous couple. | couldn’t 
wait for the /nspector to return and start to untangle the knots in this complex skein 


of evil. 
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Chapter 8 - another murder, and then another murder. 


| arrived back at A/bany Court at 9am the following morning and was annoyed to 
find that the surveillance team had already left. It was normal practice to have 
some kind of hand-over when relieving a night shift unit. As soon as | got a member 


of the two man team on the phone he sleepily confirmed that they had left a few 


minutes before my arrival. | suspected that they may have left a lot earlier, a 
suspicion that was subsequently proved correct. Strangely Micky was nowhere to be 
seen so | knocked on his door. | had remembered him saying that his wife Vee went 
to work early at 5am and that he was always up and dressed after that. There was 
no reply and | got a gut feeling that something wasn’t quite right. As | was debating 


what to do next | saw Bob emerge from flat 9 with what looked like a bag of rubbish. 


- “Bob,” | called. “You haven't seen Micky about have you?” 


- “Try his garage,” he replied. 


- “His garage is shut and he isn’t answering his door,” | explained. 


- “That is strange,” said Bob, who now approached me looking slightly worried. “He 
is usually about at this time. Try his garage again. He might be inside working on 


something.” 


| don’t know why | feared the worse. | still cannot adequately account for the sense 
of foreboding that | felt but | knew something terrible had happened to Micky. It was 
with mounting trepidation that | pulled on the handle of Micky’s garage which was 
unlocked. What we saw made Bob drop his rubbish bag. Poor Micky was sat slumped 
and clearly dead, ironically in his favourite deckchair. His eyes were wide open 


behind his spectacles giving him a surprised expression. 
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- “Jesus!” exclaimed Bob. 


| told Bob to look away and partially closed the garage door. My next thought was to 


phone Barnier before anyone else. He picked up immediately. 


- “Hello sir, it’s me.” 


- “What is it, Sergeant?” 


- “| have just found Micky dead in his garage.” | described the scene in detail, 
answered his questions and listened to his instructions. For once he said he would 


deal with all the immediate management tasks. 


- “All | want you to do is make sure that nobody contaminates the crime scene, 
Sergeant. Put up a makeshift perimeter if you can but basically just stay where you 


are until | can get you some support organized,” he ordered. “Are you alone?” 


- “No, | discovered the body with Bob a couple of minutes ago.” 


- “Bob you Say,” said Barnier. “What about the surveillance team? Are they not 


there?” 


- “No,” | explained that they had left before my arrival. 


- “Right. Leave that to me as well Sergeant Jones. | am going to have to phone his 
wife with the bad news. | also need to know when she last saw Micky. Just stay 
where you are until reinforcements arrive,” said Barnier. | could tell by the tone of 
his voice that the survei/lance team had incurred the /nspector’s wrath. “I have just 
about finished my business in Wa/es and will be back in three or four hours. Uniform 
will be with you in less than 30 minutes. Leave it with me.” With that the phone call 


ended abruptly. 


| asked Bob to knock on each of the resident’s doors and to tell them all to stay 


indoors for the rest of the 
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day; that it was an order rather than a request. First Kate Orb the Treasurer and now 
Micky the handyman, both found dead in their respective garages. Little did | know 
that a third resident was at that moment lying dead in the bushes at the back of 
Albany Court. Andrew the teacher had been strangled with a piece of rope, the type 
used for a washing line and his body had been callously dumped in the 
undergrowth. It would be another 3 hours before Andrew’s body was found by Ed 


Hucknall while taking a walk in the garden. 


That morning all of the residents, with the exception of the Studebakers aka The 
Osmonds, came out of their flats to see what was going on. There was a lot of 
commotion in the car park once again with forensic experts and uniformed officers 
arriving en masse. A white crime scene tent was quickly erected to shield the 
entrance to Micky’s garage from prying eyes; the car park sealed off with incident 
tape. When Andrew’s body was found in the rear garden of A/bany Court | had to 
take immediate charge of the second crime scene. Barnier had still not arrived. His 
expected time of arrival was 1pm and | had phoned him with the news of the third 


death. Pulling off the road he had taken my call. 


- “Tell me again where Andrew’s body was found?” asked Barnier. “Was it in the 


back garden bushes directly facing Andrew’s rear window?” 


| confirmed the location of Andrew’s body amazed that the /nspector seemed to 


know exactly where the body had been found. 


- “Put another white crime scene tent up around Andrew’s body,” ordered Barnier. “| 
will be with you in minutes. We need to talk first, just the two of us, and then we 


have to call a meeting of all the residents.” 


Albany Court was beginning to look like an outdoor festival venue with all the 


personnel milling 
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around and tents starting to go up. In light of the pandemonium | made a 
suggestion. “I think it might be best to hold the residents’ meeting in Kate’s super- 


flat. | still have the key.” 


- “Good idea,” agreed Barnier. 


It was barely 25 minutes later when Barnier screeched to a halt outside A/bany 
Court leaving his car carelessly parked at the adjoining end of Cromer Avenue. The 
old devil must have really put his foot down on the motorway was my first reaction 


on seeing my superior walking briskly in my direction. 


- “Show me the crime scenes quickly,” he ordered, “First Micky and then Andrew.” 


Barnier ducked into Micky’s garage and shook his head in regret. 


- “| feel partly to blame for this,” he gestured towards Micky’s slumped body in the 
deckchair. “Yesterday afternoon he wanted to tell us something and | put him off. 
Now | think | know what he wanted to say.” Barnier made a point of sniffing the air 
in the garage and looking closely ay Micky’s face. All | could discern was the faint 
odour of petrol fumes and couldn’t see anything particularly remarkable about 
Micky’s appearance. “My second mistake was to keep the cause of Kate Orb’s death 
a secret. If | had let it be known that | knew about Kate’s poisoning then | think that 
would have also saved Micky’s life. Don’t worry | will explain everything to you 


shortly.” 


- “If you had told Micky that Kate Orb had been poisoned then every resident would 


have soon known about it, “I said. 


- “Exactly,” replied Barnier ruefully. “| have spoken to Vee on the phone and Micky 
was alive this morning at 5am when she left for work. If the surveillance team had 
been doing their job they would have seen our killer in the vacinity of Micky’s 


garage. | finally got it out of one of the incompetents that they had 
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left at 4am.” 


- “Idiots!” | exclaimed. 


- “Don’t worry,” said the /nspector. “| will deal with them later. Vee is so upset that 
she has gone to stay with her sister. No matter, she has helped us enough. Now let 


me see Andrew’s body.” 


Andrew was lying in a bush with a rope fastened tightly around his neck. The sick 
thought occurred to me that he had finally got his washing line in the garden, but | 
was brought back to reality by the sound of squirrels fighting in the tree tops 
overhead. The violent nature of the murder now suggested that we were looking for 
a male killer with considerable strength, at least as far as the third murder was 


concerned. That ruled out Sophie, Mrs Studebaker and Kaz. 


Barnier seemed more interested in the surrounding plant life than Andrew’s body. 
One particularly scruffy looking shrub had caught his eye. “Make sure we get a 
photograph of this,” he said. | took a photo of it myself on my phone as a back up to 


the police photographer’s eventual shots of the scene. 


- “Right, | have seen enough. We need to talk somewhere private,” said Barnier. 


- “Back at your car, sir?” | suggested. A couple of minutes later | was ensconced in 
the front passenger seat of Barnier’s motor. To my right on the driver’s side sat the 


Inspector. 


- “Look Sergeant, | need to let you know what | found out in Wales. Kate Orb left a 
will which includes her A/bany Court super-flat and a seaside cottage in Conway. 
She had quite a lot of money in the bank and stocks and shares etcetera. Along with 
her vehicles she had assets well in excess of a million pounds, but nobody is going 
to gain by her death. As the Welsh lawyer in Llandudno was her sole executor and 
there are no beneficiaries he was able to tell me everything. She has left the lot to a 


Red Squirrel 
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sanctuary in the Snowdownia National Park.” 


- “In other words she wasn’t killed for money?” 


- “Not strictly speaking, no.” 


- “What does strictly speaking mean, sir?” 


- “I can’t tell you right now, Sergeant. When | call a meeting of the residents shortly 
| will identify the killer of Kate Orb, Micky and Andrew. It is one in the same person. | 
do not have all the proof | need at this stage for a successful conviction but | am 
hoping that the killer will confess when faced with what | do know right now. The 
pathologist has confirmed my suspicion about the type of poison used to kill Kate 


Orb. | am pretty sure that the same poison was used to kill Micky early this morning 


sometime between his wife leaving for work at 5am and you finding the body at 


9am. An educated guess would put his death at between 6am and 8am.” 


- “What about Andrew’s death? It seems so different from the first two?” 


- “| agree. The third murder was committed on the spur of the moment. The first 
was planned, the second planned but less so.” The /nspector paused to let his 


explanation sink in. As usual | could not fault his logic. 


- “Tell me about the Younger Cohort,” he asked more to humour me | suspected 


rather than out of any great interest. 


- “Sophie and Nick were cooperative. She is a theatre nurse and he is a surgeon. 
Both successful, beautiful and living the dream. But then again perhaps everything 
is not as perfect as it seems. An expensive wedding and honeymoon cancelled due 


to COVID and then news of a forthcoming large hike 
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in the service charge might have put them in a difficult situation. Maybe the pair 
have financial problems, not that you would think it judging by the car Nick drives, 
the latest model Jaguar Sports. Similarly with Ed Hucknall, a young attractive 
apparently successful music entrepreneur. He appears to be doing well even 
boasting of his ability to buy his flat for cash. But his anger about being duped over 
the state of the Residents’ Associations finances seems disproportionately 
excessive. Nick and Sophie are more sanguine about carrying out the roof repairs 
over a 5-6 year period. In contrast Ed has already been touch with an outside 
Property Agents with a view to them taking over the running of A/bany Court, and 


appears exceedingly comfortable with doubling the service charge immediately. | 


think it is fair to say that Ed has not taken news of Kate’s death that badly. As for 
my interview with Andrew.....well, that seems redundant now. Suffice to say he was 
not a pleasant man and before his untimely death | have to admit that | was hoping 


that He was the murderer. 


- “So, who do you think is the murderer?” asked Barniertesting me. 


- “Iam perhaps not the best person to ask,” | replied. “First | thought Micky had 
killed Kate Orb, and then | hoped that Andrew had killed Micky. It seems like |ama 


Jinx on potential murder suspects.” 


- “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Sergeant. Your thinking was sound enough but it is 


in the little details that the truth is revealed. Let us call our residents meeting.” 


It took 15 or so minutes to rouse all the residents and get them to reconvene in 
Kate’s super-flat. | had arranged some chairs in a circle while trying to keep them 2 
metres apart. Luckily there was ample space in the ground floor lounge of Kate’s 
former residence. The /nspector sat with me to his left on the two chairs furthest 
from the door into the lounge, so the residents saw us immediately they entered the 
room. Bob & Kaz were first in and sat to Barnier’s immediate right, followed by 


Sophie and Nick who sat 
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next to them. Then came Ed and Perry Perry followed finally by the Studebakers 
who completed the circle. Once his audience was in full attendance Barnier rose 
from his chair and began his address. | knew from experience that the /nspector 
liked to give his orations while walking round a room like a seasoned barrister 


playing to the gallery. 


- “First | would like to thank you all for attending,” he began, aiming his address at 
the Studebakers in particular. “Unfortunately there are some residents who will not 


be able to join us today.” 


- “You're not kidding there,” broke in Bob receiving an admonishing look from Kaz 


for his facetious intervention. 


- ’ was referring to Anastasia Keegan from flat 4 and Micky’s wife Vee who both 
have good reasons for not being here today,” continued Barnier. “For those who do 
not know the full story yet, there have now been 3 murders committed in A/bany 
Court. First Kate Orb and today sadly we can add Micky from flat 3 and Andrew from 


flat 6 to that list. 


- “| have been praying for Kate. Now | will pray for the souls of Micky and Andrew,” 


announced Studebaker. 


- “It’s a pity you didn’t pray for them when they were alive,” said Bob. 


- “Fear not, sir. | will most definitely not pray for your soul,” replied Studebaker. 


Barnier, who did not like to be out-staged, particularly when he was in mid-flow, 
nipped this potential disagreement in the bud. - “Gentlemen, if you would allow me 


to continue,” he implored with more than a hint of irritation. 


Bob smiled sarcastically at Studebaker who pretended to ignore the gesture. 
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- “As | was saying, there are 5 residents of A/bany Court who, for whatever reason, 
cannot be with us tonight,” said Barnier attempting to regain his train of thought. “| 


would now, with your permission, like to tell you a story.” At last the /nspector had 


the full attention of the room. 


- “This story begins with Kate Orb as did my current investigation in A/bany Court. 
Kate who you all knew as the former Residents’ Committee Treasurer grew up aS a 
little girl in Conway, North Wales, a place | have just visited in connection with this 
case.” Barnier paused to let this information sink in. | looked around the room, at 


the residents each in turn, but no one seemed visibly effected by this revelation. 


“Even today the Orbs are a well known family in the area although Kate was the last 
family member in the line. Her father L/ewe/yn Orb was a big wig in those parts 


having made his fortune in mining.” 


- “| knew she came from money,” whispered Kaz to Bob audibly enough for 


everyone present to hear the remark. 


- “Now some of you may be thinking that a We/shman being a miner is not that 
unusual, and you would be right,” said Barnier. “But Llewelyn Orb was no ordinary 
miner. Llewelyn Orb was a miner with a difference. L/ewe/yn Orb was a gold digger, 
a prospector who found gold in a rich seam somewhere reputedly near Betws-y- 
Coed.” Again | glanced round the room. If there was someone present who knew 
anything about We/sh gold digging they were not letting on. Everybody was 


listening attentively to Barnier’s narrative. 


- “So successful was L/ewe/yn Orb in extracting gold from the North Wales hills that 
he was responsible for a Klondike style gold rush in those parts. We are talking 
about the early 1970’s nearly 50 years ago when Kate Orb was a teenager and her 


father L/ewe/yn was at the height of his powers,” continued Barnier. 
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- “Does anyone fancy a cup of coffee?” asked Perry Perry who thus far had been 


very quiet. “This sounds like it is going to be a long story.” 


- “That’s very kind of you, Perry,” said Barnier.” But if you could just allow me to 


continue then perhaps later we can think about taking refreshments.” 


- “Just thought | would offer,” said Perry relaxing back into his chair. 


The /nspector nodded his appreciation and gave Perry Perry what | thought was a 
lingering look before continuing. “Now L/ewelyn Orb had a partner who 
unfortunately died before his time, an /rishman named Liam O’Shaunessy. Unlucky 
for Liam but lucky for Kate Orb who would ultimately inherit her father’s vast gold 
mine fortune as his sole heir. But if you will all bear with me | would like to 
fastforward to the present day and Kate’s premature death in A/bany Court; the 
death of an elderly lady that could have all too easily been put down to the COVID- 


19 epidemic. 


At this point the /nspector wagged his right index finger in an accusatory way. Here 


we go | thought. 


- “But Kate’s death was no accident or piece of bad luck in the midst of a random 
virus that has infected the world. No, Kate was murdered; murdered by a fellow 
resident of A/bany Court. Someone who knew her very well killed her by 


administering a deadly poison into her system.” 


There were gasps around the room at this revelation. Sophie gasped in horror and 


Kaz began to sob. 


Basrnier offered a crumb of comfort.“The only consolation is that Kate died quickly. 


The poison if imbibed in sufficient quantity is deadly and paralysis and heart failure 


can occur within minutes. The poison in question is Belladonna also known as 


Deadly Nightshade.” 
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Chapter 9 - The identity of the killer is revealed 


The news that Kate Orb had been poisoned and that two other residents had been 
murdered caused quite a stir at the meeting. Sophie had to be consoled by Nick 
while Bob passed Kaz a handkerchief to wipe away her tears. “There goes the 
prospects of selling your flat?” said Bob to his girlfriend. “Who is going to want to 


move in to this House of Horrors?” 


- “| know,” said Ed. “This will have knocked a few grand off the values of all our 


properties.” 


- “Is that all you can think about at a time like this?” asked Perry Perry. 


- “It’s okay for you, you don’t own your own property,” said Ed. 


- “Please everyone, may | be allowed to continue with my story?” interjected the 


Inspector. 


The room fell silent which Barnier took as his cue to move his story forward. 


- “Kate Orb was killed by Belladonna or Deadly Nightshade poisoning. It is a scruffy 
pink flower that is growing wild in A/bany Court’s garden; a fact | established within 
an hour of arriving here on the afternoon of the 18". | suspected that Kate had been 


killed by Belladonna when | saw her eyes; her irises were very dilated which is a 


classic symptom.” 


- “lam glad that | didn’t touch those pink flowers in the garden. | know the ones you 


mean,” said Kaz. 


- “Thank God you cut down Kate’s Lobelias by mistake. After the dressing down you 


got it made you reluctant to touch anything in the garden ever again, said Bob.” 


Barnier nodded in agreement at Bob’s ironic observation. 


- “Of course, merely touching Belladonna will not result in death but it would cause 


a nasty and 
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instantaneous rash,” clarified Barnier. | knew that Kate Orb had been murdered 
because of the state of her eyes and the fact that she had been locked in her 


garage and the key could not be located.” 


- “I still don’t know what any of this has got to do with me and my wife,” said 


Studebaker. 


- “Is patience not a virtue, Mr Studebaker?” replied the /nspector. “| thought you 


might be interested to know whether you are under suspicion or not?” 


- “My conscience is clear, /nspector,” said Studebaker. 


- “lam sure that it is, sir,” but if you could just bear with me.” Studebaker nodded in 


reluctant compliance. 


- “So | was faced with a murder in A/bany Court during the height of a viral 


epidemic; a murder which under slightly different circumstances may have been put 


down to COVID -19. ff Kate Orb had been found dead in her flat rather than in one of 
her garages, and a less obvious poison had been used, then the murderer would 


probably have gotten away with it.” 


- “I take it that the key has never been found?” asked Bob. 


- “Not so far, and | am not holding out any hope that it will ever be found. A key is 
an easy thing to discard down a drain or in a trash bin,” answered Barnier. “And so 


we come to who killed Kate and why?” 


- “The tricky bit!” said Bob. 


- “In the sense that there are no shortage of suspects and plenty of motives for 
killing Kate Orb then you are right that it is the tricky bit,” conceded Barnier. “But | 


have always liked a challenge.” 


- “Is it possible that Andrew’s murderer, who presumably is still alive and sitting in 


this room, did not kill 
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the other two victims?” asked Bob. Luckily Barnier was sharp enough to deal with 


Bob’s question. 


- “In theory that is possible, sir, but | think it unlikely that there are two or more 
different killers in such a small place as A/bany Court. That would be quite 
remarkable statistically speaking. But | accept the point that you are making,” said 


Barnier. 


- “Yes, | was thinking that Micky could have killed Kate and then got killed by 


Andrew who in turn was murdered by one of us,” said Bob. 


- “A marvellous suggestion but alas the truth is more mundane which | will 


demonstrate shortly if you allow me first to develop my argument.” 


- “Certainly, /nspector,” replied Bob. “I’m enjoying this.” 


- “I’m glad you find this all so bloody entertaining,” snapped an angry Sophie 
prompting a defiant smile from Bob. Undeterred by the mounting friction in the 
room the /nspector paused once again to gather his thoughts before continuing with 


his thesis. 


- “At first Micky appeared to be the prime suspect for Kate Orb’s murder. He was the 
one to raise the alarm and subsequently find her body along with a uniformed 
Constable. Not only that there was very little that went on in A/bany Court without 
Micky knowing about it. | asked myself how could Kate’s body have been 
transported to her garage without anyone, in particular the ever vigilant Micky, not 
noticing the event? Moreover, Micky installed the CCTV cameras which didn’t work 
so if he moved the body he knew that there would be no incriminating video 
footage. This last fact would have been very damning if it were not common 


knowledge that the cameras were only for show in A/bany Court.” 


- “| have always thought that Micky killed Kate,” said Bob. 
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- “Ah yes, the butler did it theory,” laughed Barnier sardonically. “I concede that 
Micky had the opportunity but he never struck me as a poisoner and as for motive, 


what motive?” 


At this point | felt compelled to contribute. After all Micky had been my prime 


suspect from the start. “Well sir, he was rather put upon by Kate and treated like an 


unpaid janitor,” | said. “it is possible that the snobbish barbs he received from her 


and other residents got to him in the end.” 


- “| agree, Sergeant, that Micky was taken for granted at times but he was not the 
murderer. In fact it turned out that his only crime was being over considerate of the 
welfare of others. Ultimately that compassion would cost him his life, but let us now 
look at some of the other residents.” The /nspector took the moment to cast his 


gaze around the room, at each of the seated residents in turn. 


- “Everyone here had a motive for killing Kate,” stated Barnier raising his hand to 
quell any potential dissension. “I believe the second and third murders were carried 
out so that the killer’s identity would remain hidden. First Micky and then Andrew 


had worked out who Kate’s killer was.” 


- “So we are definitely talking about a single killer then?” asked Perry Perry. 


- “Yes we are though | must admit that | did consider the possibility that there was 
more than one killer. Kate Orb was a big woman and would have been difficult to 
move for a normal person. That did suggest a killer with abnormal strength or two 
people being involved in her murder and the transportation of the body. Then again 
poisoning is typically a female crime so that brought in the possibility of the 
murderers being a couple.” Barnier looked at Bob & Kaz, Sophie &Nick, and the 


Studebakers each in turn as if to underline his point. 


- “Why would I, with my wife acting as an accomplice, kill Kate?” asked a clearly 


exasperated Studebaker. 
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- “Because the service charge was about to go up, perhaps?” suggested Barnier. 


“Also, you may have learned of the contempt with which you are held in A/bany 
Court by certain residents. Did you know that they have nicknamed you The 


Osmonds.” 


- “This is outrageous,” exclaimed Studebaker. “| don’t have to listen to this.” 


- “lam afraid that you do, sir,” | explained. “Unless you want to be arrested for 
obstructing the police in the commission of their duties and taken down to the 


station.” 


Studebaker sat back down in a barely contained state of rage. 


- “Thank you, sir,” said Barnier. “As you and your wife have never been seen in the 
garden in all the time that you have lived here | have ruled you out when it comes 


to Kate’s poisoning with Belladonna.” 


- “At last common sense has prevailed,” said a still angry Studebaker, who 


nevertheless managed to look relieved at the same time. 


- “Of course Kate’s murderer had to have a knowledge of gardening which brings 


me to you, Kaz,” continued Barnier. 


- “But | didn’t poison Kate,” sobbed Kaz. 


- “| know you didn’t,” reassured Barnier. “Your knowledge of plants extends shall we 
say to the aesthetic rather than their chemical properties. Though you did have the 


best motive of anyone for killing Kate.” 


- “Because Kate was blocking the sale of Kaz’s flat?” asked Perry Perry. 


- “Let’s just say that she wasn’t being that helpful,” interjected Bob. 


Bob had been my second most likely suspect after Micky. He had a bit of form for 


violence admittedly 
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going way back but he was too cocky by half for me. He was clever enough to have 
looked up po/sons online and carried out the deed but Barnier, not for the first time, 


didn’t agree with my analysis. 


- “Although you are a physically strong man and you left A/bany Court on the night 
of the murder with Kaz, and you have a motive, you will both be pleased to hear 


that | have also ruled you out as murderers,” said Barnier causing Bob to grin. 


- “| need a drink to celebrate,” he announced. 


- “Can we just cut to the chase?” asked Ed. 


- “Spoken like a man with no time to lose,” said the /nspector. 


- “| didn’t kill Kate,” said Ed, “though | felt like it when | saw the state of the 


Residents Associations books.” 


- “| know,” said Barnier, “nor did either of your young friends.” The /nspector 


indicated Sophie and Nick. 


- “So that just leaves me,” added Perry Perry. 


- “Yes, just you Perry Perry, or should | say Perry O’Shaunessy?” asked the /nspector. 


- “Oh you’re good,” said Perry. “| admit it. | killed Kate, then Micky and finally 


Andrew. Happy now, Ea?” 
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Epilogue: 


Before | began to write this account of the A/bany Court Murders | sat down with 
Inspector Roland Barnier and we reviewed the case at length. | was privy to most of 
the pertinent facts but there were some gaps in my knowledge particularly relating 
to the /nspector’s fact finding trip in North Wales. The following dialogue is based on 
the conversation between us that took place at the /nspector’s home over a period 
of weeks following Perry Perry’s (nee Perry O’Shaunessy) arrest. The self-confessed 
killer is awaiting his trial at Manchester Crown Court and is currently being held on 


remand at HMP Manchester, formerly known as Strangeways. 


Jones - “So, /nspector, you have never really told me about your trip to North Wales 


in detail.” 


Barnier - “Well, there isn’t that much to tell that isn’t already in the public domain, 


or will be very shortly once Perry O’Shaunessy’s trial starts.” 


Jones - “I notice you use his birth name.” 


Barnier - “Yes, changing one’s name by deed po// doesn’t wipe out who you really 


are. Besides | find it hard to refer to him as Perry Perry.” 


Jones - “It is preposterous.” 


The /nspector nodded. | could see that he was keen to make progress with my 


questioning. 


Barnier - “You know that no one stood to benefit directly from Kate Orb’s death, at 


least not financially; that the motive was rooted in the past.” 


Jones - “Yes, it was connected with the death of his father.” 
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Barnier - “Exactly. The death of Perry’s father, Liam O’Shaunessy, in a boating 


accident off the coast of Anglesey in the summer of 1968.” 


Jones - “What was the verdict of the North Wales coroner?” 


Barnier - “Accidental Death was the verdict though there were some questioning 
voices at the time. | have read the official transcripts associated with the death and 
newspaper cuttings from that time which go along with the official verdict. But local 
Opinion at least amongst the general public was more divided. Kate’s executor and 
lawyer confided in me that this had been the case and that even today the name 
Orb is associated with treachery in the environs of Conway and LLandudno. Liam’s 
death had doubled L/ewelyn’s fortune overnight and his story of how Liam 
O’Shaunessy died is still not believed by many of the locals, who are old enough to 


remember.” 


Jones - “So what is supposed to have happened exactly?” 


Barnier - “Well, it seems that L/ewe/yn and Liam were out on a boat, that they jointly 
owned, sailing off the coast of Ang/esey on that fated summer evening. They were 


hit by a sudden violent storm and L/ewelyn claimed that he had tried to steer the 


boat back to shore before it had began to take on water and sank. Llewelyn 
survived managing to swim to shore but Liam drowned; his body found washed up 


the next day in the Conway estuary.” 


Jones - “And where was Perry when all this was going on?” 


Barnier - “Perry was 8 years old and was deserted by his father’s business partner 
following the incident. From what | can gather Perry was left to wander the streets of 
Rhyl and was eventually taken in by a family of gypsies who were working at the 


coastal resort’s fairground.” 
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Jones - “So Perry was raised by gypsies until adulthood?” 


Barnier - “Yes, and perhaps more to the point he grew up believing that his father 


had been killed and cheated out of his share in the Betws-y-Coed goldmine.” 


Jones - “Okay, | can see why that might be a motive for Perry to kill Kate but why 


wait all those years before enacting his revenge?” 


Barnier - “A good question, Sergeant. You were present when Perry was formally 
charged at the station and he didn’t elaborate on that point other than to say that 


she had it coming.” 


Jones - “Yes, | remember him using those exact words. So | ask again, why do you 


think he waited so long?” 


The /nspector smiled to himself in his usual knowing way. 


Barnier - “I think the COV/D-19 epidemic provided the perfect setting for the killing 


of an elderly person,” he replied. “He chose to do it now because he thought that he 


would get away with murder.” 


Jones - “He was wrong about that.” 


Barnier - “Of course there may have been other factors involved that dictated the 
timing of Kate’s murder,” mused Barnier. “The Albany Court service charge was 


about to go up and Perry was aman in receipt of state benefits.” 


Jones - “But if Kate died then Ed would get his way and a Private Property Agency 
would move in and run A/bany Court’s maintenance and general upkeep. That looks 
like what is now going to happen. Doesn’t that mean a massive hike in the service 


charge?” 
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Barnier - “You are quite right, Sergeant, logically speaking, but murderers are not 
always rational in their thinking. Kate was already an object of Perry’s hatred and 
then add to that her news of a higher monthly premium and the subsequent risk of 
Perry losing his home.....illogical yes, but understandable also. Whatever the 


underlying reasons Perry poisoned Kate on the evening of the 18” of March 2020.” 


Jones - “How did he administer the poison?” 


Barnier - “He must have invited Kate round to his flaton some pretext and got her 
to drink a cup of strong Colombian coffee laced with a large dosage of Belladonna. 
The coffee would disguise the taste of the bitter poison and the autopsy found 


coffee remains in her stomach.” 


Jones - “Ah yes, the coffee, and then after she had died he dragged her body to her 


garage under cover of darkness before locking her in?” 


Barnier - “Yes, | think that was what happened. Originally he had probably intended 
to put her body in one of her flats, but was about to be discovered in the act and 


hurriedly dumped her in the garage.” 


Jones - “You think someone saw him with the body?” 


Barnier - “No, but | think Micky was out patrolling the grounds of A/bany Court with 
his torch and Perry didn’t have the opportunity to place Kate’s body in her 
apartment. He panicked and just dumped her in the garage which Kate had left 


unlocked thinking she would be able to secure it after visiting Perry.” 


Jones - “I see. So Micky didn’t see Perry with Kate’s body but you think he did see 


Perry in the car park area that night?” 


Barnier - “Yes, that was what he wanted to talk to us about. Micky was torn between 
loyalty to his friend, Perry, and wanting to bring Kate’s killer to justice. He didn’t 


believe Perry was capable of murder and 
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wanted to speak to him and get his side of the story before mentioning Perry’s 
sighting to us. He had considered telling us the afternoon before his death but we 
did not give him the opportunity. That is my greatest regret. If he had told us about 
Perry or been allowed to tell us of his suspicions then Micky would still be alive. Of 
course the rest is history. | drove to Wa/es that night and Micky was poisoned the 
following morning before | returned to A/bany Court. The second fatal mistake was 


not to tell Micky that Kate had been poisoned.” 


Jones - “If Micky had known then he wouldn't have accepted a coffee from Perry in 


his garage and would still be alive!” 


Barnier - “Who knows?” 


Jones - “My God! It has just occurred to me that Perry offered to make us all coffee 
at your summing up in Kate’s super-flat,” | exclaimed feeling a nauseous sense of 


revulsion and outrage. 


Barnier - “| was waiting for you to realise that. That was Perry’s last throw of the 


dice.” 


Jones - “You do realise that you have put me off strong coffee for good.” 


Barnier - “| hope not. Life goes on even in a plague stricken land.” 


Jones - “Or death goes on. Though | still don’t buy why Perry suddenly chose the 18” 


of March to finally take his revenge on the Orbs after all those years.” 


Barnier - “I think Bob & Kaz may have had something to do with that.” 


Jones - “In what way?” 


Barnier - “| believe Perry saw Bob & Kaz leaving A/bany Court earlier in the evening 


and knew that the 
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finger of suspicion would point at Bob if Perry killed Kate that night. It would look 
like Bob & Kaz were fleeing the scene of the crime. At the very least Bob would be 
an obvious suspect and that would muddy the waters and deflect any blame from 


Perry.” 


jones - “Well, you have convinced me of why Kate was killed and why the murder 
took place on the evening of the 18”. Also, | now see why Micky was poisoned as he 
was about to report his sighting of Perry near the garages on the night of Kate’s 
death. When Micky’s body was found in his garage you detected the smell of 
Colombian coffee | remember. Added to the historical grudge over a gold mine that 


you had heard about in L/andudno it confirmed Perry’s guilt.” 


The /nspector nodded modestly. 


Jones - “That still leaves Andrew’s death unexplained.” 


Barnier - “Yes, Andrew, the bumptious school teacher. He was just unlucky that he 
spotted Perry doing something strange in the garden and took it upon himself to 
investigate. He must have casually looked out of his window which overlooks the 


rear garden. Have you guessed yet what Perry was doing?” 


Jones - “Digging up the Belladonna bush?” 


Barnier - “Well done, Sergeant. Perry was destroying physical evidence that linked 
him to the crime. He was in the process of digging up the bush when he was 
discovered in flagrante delicto by Andrew. Perry found a better use for the rope that 


he had intended to tie up the bags of earth and foliage with.” 


Jones - “Poor sod,” | sighed. “He didn’t deserve that.” | thought of his lecture on the 


nursery rhyme Ring a ring a roses and the Bubonic Plague. 


Barnier - “Perry was a physically strong man who could have killed Kate with his 


bare hands but chose 
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instead poison. His adoptive gypsy family had taught him all about plants and their 
properties for healing and other purposes. Andrew was killed in a fit of spontaneous 


rage and out of a sense of personal antagonism.” 


Jones - “The strange thing about this case is the sheer number of suspects with 


plausible motives for killing Kate Orb.” 


Barnier - “Oh, you have just reminded me,” said the /nspector handing me a 
postcard which he had retrieved from the inside pocket of his jacket. “I believe this 


is for you. It was addressed to GMP HQ.” 


The post card was a picture of The Kremlin. On the flip side it had a Russian stamp 


affixed with a brief message underneath: 


To Sergeant Jones, 


| read in the English newspapers that you discovered the identity of the Albany 
Court Murderer. Perhaps you now you see that Russians are not responsible for all 


the wrong doing in the world. 


Regards Anastasia. 


PS. Give my apologies to Bob in flat 9. | misjudged him. 


Jones - “Quite a lady.” 


Barnier - “Indeed.” 


114 


Postscript and update: 


Kate’s super-flat is up for sale. The Red Squirrel Sanctuary in Snowdownia are keen 


for the sale to go through quickly. 


Vee continues to live at flat 3 and still works at the hospital. 


Anastasia’s old flat is currently unoccupied. The same goes for the former abodes of 


Andrew and Perry. 


Nick and Sophie in flat 5 are looking for a bigger property as they are due to get 


married and intend to start a family. 


The Studebakers aka The Osmonds remain in flat 7 and still keep themselves very 


much to themselves. 


Ed is now happy that a private property agency is running A/bany Court’s services 
and general maintenance. The roof should be repaired by 2022 given the recent 


200% increase in the monthly service charge. 


Bob and Kaz have sold flat 9 and have bought a terraced house in Stockport. 


COVID -19 continues to ravage the country. Though the daily death rate due to the 
virus is declining the reproductive R rate remains perilously close to 7 in the 
Manchester area. There is talk in government circles of sealing off Manchester from 


the rest of the country and putting the entire city into quarantine. 


